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Abstract 
This paper examines the potential longer-term implications of British family friendly policies and practices on childfree employees and the wider economy. In particular, it will discuss these implications through the lens of the idea of the possible creation of a new socially excluded group, with certain employees classified as deserving of these policies (those with children) and some not (the childfree).

Family friendly policies are high on the current British political agenda, along with other family oriented debates.  In addition, there is an increasing trend to rename or possibly misname family friendly policies and practices as ‘work-life balance’ policies.  However, such policies are still based on traditional assumptions and needs associated with motherhood and employment.  

In this paper it is contended that these policies should have a much wider focus on all employees and their lives outside of work.  Moreover, it can no longer be assumed that combining work and family is only an issue for women with young children.  It is argued that it would be fairer for employers (and politicians) to view all employees as ‘citizens’ rather than ‘parents’ or ‘non parents’.  By doing this work-life balance issues can be recognised for all employees, which would increase support for and the effectiveness of equal opportunity policies in the workplace.
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Introduction

Policy makers in the UK make the explicit assumption that women want to work while being able to raise children, and the UK Labour Government has recently introduced a number of work/family reconciliation policies. It is these UK family friendly policies that this paper focuses on, drawing on two key areas of economic and social policy: family friendly employment policies and the impact of tax and benefit policies.

Family friendly employment policies
Family friendly policies are currently high on the current British political agenda, along with other family orientated debates. Although family friendly working was initially a corporate led development in the UK, motivated by the national concern about the shrinking pool of labour caused by the declining fertility rate, and as a response to women's employment needs.  There was a perceived need to employ highly skilled women, at a time when there were growing pressures on companies and workplaces to become more efficient and more competitive in the global market (Dex and Smith, 2002). 

Whilst this paper uses the term ‘family friendly’, there is an increasing trend to rename family friendly policies and practices as ‘work-life balance’ policies or ‘work/life reconciliation’ policies. In theory, this should imply that these policies have a much wider focus on all employees and their lives outside of paid work. However, this paper will argue that, in practice, such policies not only perpetuate gender inequality because they are based on traditional assumptions associated with motherhood and employment, but also ignore the work-life balance issues of the childfree employee.  For the purpose of this paper, childfree employees mainly refer to those individuals who have actively chosen voluntary childlessness, but may also include individuals of childbearing age who have not yet had children or who have chosen to delay having children, or those who can not have children for medical purposes.  It also includes employees with non-dependent children and older employees who have been encouraged to remain in paid employment for longer. 

With this in mind establishing an appropriate working definition becomes particularly problematic when analysing work/life reconciliation policies.  In particular, Ackers (2003) argues that terms such as 'work-life balance' and 'family friendly policies' are both vague and controversial in their meaning.   In general, the current family friendly policy framework includes leave provisions (such as parental and family leave); flexible working (such as part-time work, job sharing, flexible start and finish times); and child care provision or assistance. 

The very nature of naming these policies and practices as ‘family friendly' excludes  childfree employees from any debate on work-life balance arguments. This was reflected in the Employment Act 2002, which, from April 2003, gave up to 3.2 million mothers and fathers of children (aged six years and under), or working parents with disabled children (under eighteen years of age), the right to apply to work flexibly and their employers the duty to consider their requests seriously (Fletcher, 2003).  There was no reference made to the work/life reconciliation needs of employees without dependent children or those with adult caring responsibilities. It seems that this policy sees the childfree employee as family free, yet the childfree play an integral part in family networks. This paper argues that this policy approach represents a missed opportunity to address the work/life needs of all employees over the life course. The current policy framework has a narrow focus on specific initiatives and in addition, it does not consider the underlying ideological assumptions behind such policies and more importantly the practical implications such policies have on the whole workforce. 

Research findings from the latest British Workplace Employee Relations Survey (2004) suggest that there has been a significant increase, since the first survey was carried out in 2000, in the reported availability and take-up of several (but not all) flexible working practices (Stevens et al, 2004). However, despite this increase, employees’ awareness of entitlements for parents (e.g. parental leave) was generally low. With regards to the new employment rights, introduced in April 2003, the survey found that only 41 per cent of employees were aware that employers have to consider requests to adopt flexible working practices from parents of young children (under the age of six) or with disabled children (under the age of eighteen) (Stevens et al, 2004). Interestingly, working parents were no more likely to be aware of these entitlements than other employees. 

With regard to take-up rates, the survey found that working mothers were more likely than working fathers to take up practices which reduced their working hours.  For example, 59 per cent of working mothers worked during term time only compared to 24 per cent of working fathers Also men were more likely than women to consider that flexible working practices would damage their career prospects, particularly in the case of working reduced hours (56 per cent of men compared to 45 per cent of women) and leaving on time (46 per cent of men compared to 37 per cent of women).  In addition, 48 per cent of men thought that working fewer hours would also negatively affect their job security compared to 38 per cent of women (Stevens et al, 2004). 

Some feminists see family friendly policies as the key to the liberation of women, yet
 the gendered nature of these policies means that women more than men are likely to be offered and to accept flexible working options associated with their dual roles of motherhood and employment.  Women are lured into low paid ‘flexible’ employment in an attempt to balance paid employment and domestic responsibilities, this includes domestic labour as well as childcare.  There is little evidence that suggests that the introduction of family friendly working policies has led to women and men sharing the domestic division of labour more equally.  Therefore, the introduction of family friendly policies has not led to domestic equality in the home, but rather enabled women to manage the double burden more effectively. 

It is also argued that family friendly policies do not just perpetuate gender inequality, but also help to reinforce class divisions. Middle class women have both the economic and cultural capital to manoeuvre through the complex practices of enabling family friendly provisions to work for them.  In practice, family friendly provision is more open to the middle classes than the working classes (DEMOS, 2000).

Recent  research, has focused on the positive benefits that family-friendly policies bring to the workplace (Dex and Smith, 2002). These benefits may include shifts in human resource management; the drive for greater gender equity in the workplace; and the increased possibilities for home working offered by the new communications technologies.  However, none of these factors appear to have unambiguously positive implications for all employees.  There has been little discussion on the extent to which these policies lead to differentiation within the workforce, with more working parents (particularly mothers) being offered more, or more valuable, family-friendly arrangements while the childfree are, not only excluded from any of these arrangements, but are expected to provide compensation for these arrangements by working longer, or more unsocial, hours. 

Whilst employers reported that family friendly policies led to greater retention of staff and greater staff motivation, 65 per cent recognised that trying to accommodate employees needs was not easy (The National Centre for Social Research, 2003).  In particular, 22 per cent reported that these policies might result in key sections of the business being left short staffed (The National Centre for Social Research, 2003).   Now that employers have to accommodate the needs of working parents who will be left to cover in their absence? Also, importantly as mothers are more likely to avail themselves of these policies than fathers, and because women mostly work with other women in the UK segregated workforce, this will mostly impact on childfree women. Interestingly, 42 per cent of employers considered that work-life balance policies were unfair to some employees (The National Centre for Social Research, 2003).  The unfair nature of the current family friendly policy framework is already being discussed in the USA, where single and childfree employees feel discriminated against because they can not take advantage of 'the special' benefits created for the family (Burkett, 2000) and there is also increasing evidence of similar views emerging in the UK (Bagilhole, 2003). 

This paper argues that the effect that this differentiation will have on childfree employees, especially women, has not been considered.  One important consequence may be that they decide to leave workplaces where family friendly patterns of working are only available to parents. Many childfree employees are reluctant to complain for fear of being labelled as either ‘anti family’ or ‘anti children’.  Instead, they are more likely to vote with their feet.  In other words, whilst family friendly policies may improve the retention of working parents in the workplace it may lead to a lower retention of childfree employees. 

Research should address the real debate on the future of paid work and domestic life in our society by undertaking a systematic gendered analysis of why only some employees are entitled to access family friendly provisions whilst others are excluded. Rather than implement a systematic gendered analysis of policy, the inequalities faced by women are reduced (by government) to a series of individual problems, faced by particular groups of women, such as lone mothers. 

Employers and politicians need to recognise that childfree employees are one of the fastest growing groups in today’s workforce. Whilst it is difficult to assess the exact extent of voluntary childlessness, it is commonly accepted that one in five women of childbearing age in the UK may remain childfree (Census, 2001). In addition, the percentage of older people (aged 65 and over) increased from 13 per cent in 1971 to 16 per cent in 2002 and is projected to rise to 23 per cent in 2031 (Census, 2001).  
Thus government policy needs to reflect this social pattern and recognise that combining life and work is increasingly not just an issue for working parents. 

Tax/benefit policies

While work/family reconciliation policies are important, their influence is also mediated by tax and benefit policies.  Evidence suggests that whilst most OECD countries have moved towards systems of separate taxation of earnings of couples, part of this change has been offset by tax relief and benefits granted to the family as a unit. This is particularly true for the UK, where the benefit system, in particular, is based on the family unit. Since 1997, financial support for families with children has been increased significantly. As a result, many of the UK government's tax and benefit policies, has seen a shift in fiscal resources from childfree families to families with dependent children (DEMOS, 2000). An Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) report found that poverty rates among working age adults without children were slightly higher in 2002/03 than when the Labour Party came to power in 1997 (Brewer et al, 2004).  Further evidence of this shift was also found in a recent report by the Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR) which stated that the number of working-age adults without children in poverty had risen from 3.3 million in 1994/95 to 3.8 million in 2002/03 (Paxon and Dixon, 2004). 

Not only has the current tax/benefit system in the UK eroded the level of benefits to the childfree in comparison with other poor households, these policies often work to preserve clearly gendered roles.  For example, in April 2003 the Government introduced reforms to the tax and benefit system to support families with children and those on low incomes.  This involved the creation of two new tax credits: Child Tax Credit (CTC) 
 and Working Tax Credit (WTC). 

The key function of the new tax credits is to meet the needs of families, rather than to provide social protection for the individual or to provide 'citizenship' rights for all individuals.  As a result the new tax credits could be seen as a challenge to the independent taxation principle as they place emphasis of the family as a unit of assessment. This is contrary to some international trends.  For example, the EU has argued for a greater degree of individualisation in benefits.  At this stage it is difficult to know what impact new tax credits have on the gendered nature of the labour market.  However, they could be seen as subsiding the gender pay gap, thereby consolidating it, as evidence suggests that the types of households that gain from tax and benefit redistribution tend to be lone parent households, and two adult households with three or more children
 (National Statistics, 2004).  In addition, labelling one partner in the couple as the 'main carer' or 'main earner' and attaching tax credits to these labels does not encourage men and women to equally distribute paid and unpaid work. 

Conclusion

There is a danger that the current family-friendly policy framework in the UK perpetuates gender inequality by concentrating on parents, and particularly mothers. 

Family-friendly arrangements tend to be used to a disproportionate extent by mothers, and this can lead to disadvantage by reducing their career opportunities, and perpetuating the domestic division of labour where women take on the greatest burden. Also, there has been little or no discussion on what these policies mean in practice for the childfree, especially women. Given the highly gender segregated  nature of the UK workforce, both horizontally and vertically, most women work alongside and with other women. If family friendly policies allow more flexible working, time off and more social hours for mothers, they inevitably lead to the reverse for childfree women. Also, it is important to recognise that all individuals have work-life balance needs over the life course and that employment policy and the tax/benefit system should reflect this. 

It would be more ethical for employers (and politicians) to view all employees as 'citizens' rather than 'parents' or 'non-parents' (DEMOS, 2000).  By doing this we can recognise work-life balance issues for all employees, which support equal opportunity policies in the workplace. All individuals should be helped to take time off to care for children or other family members, and to work flexibly. 

The current policy trend has occurred ahead of high quality and evidence-based research relating to economic and employment policy.  The majority of recent published research has started from the assumption that family friendly working practices promote gender equality.  However this paper has argued that gender equity policies might not always fit well with family-friendly policies, because of the enduring asymmetry between the sexes in family involvement, even in dual earner couples.  Unless such policies challenge the efficacy of family friendly provisions, and the potential to impact on the gender pay-gap and the gendered domestic division of labour women will continue to desire practices that help them manage the double burden more effectively.
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� CTC replaced WFTC in 2003.  WFTC replaced family credit (FC) in October 1999


� Using data from the Expenditure and Food Survey (EFS)
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