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Time to (re)invest on families: Introducing the 
‘family friendly inclusive growth’ paradigm in 
the EU social and economic agendas 

INTRODUCTION 

The legal, economic and social protection of families is currently 
a controversial topic within the European Union (EU). While 
demographic trends seem to suggest that family structures and 
attitudes across Europe are converging and that most families 
(particularly those with many children) are facing similar social 
problems, EU bodies are still struggling to develop a common 
European family friendly agenda that could address a key insti-
tutional shortcoming: the limited impact of current EU legisla-
tion and policy on the demographic increase of the European 
population and the welfare of families, particularly through the 
coordination of national family and demographic policies. But 
the demographic situation in the EU has an important influence 
on a number of areas, ranging from the labour market, to 
healthcare and pension systems, and education. Recent devel-
opments reinforce already existing demographic trends: a 
strongly ageing population due to lower fertility rates and in-
creasing life expectancy, coupled with a shrinking working-age 
population. According to available research, the coronavirus 

pandemic has led to slightly higher mortality rates and possibly 
to lower birth rates, mainly owing to economic reasons such as 
increased unemployment and poverty. 

The development of family policies within the EU framework is 
in principle a responsibility of the Member States due to the 
current structure of competences of the EU, as laid down in the 
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). The 
competences of the EU are divided into three categories: (a) the 
EU has exclusive competence (Article 3 TFEU) - only the EU can 
act; (b) competences are shared between the EU and the Mem-
ber States (Article 4 TFEU) - Member States can act only if the 
EU has chosen not to; (c) the EU has competence to support, 
coordinate or supplement the actions of the Member States 
(article 6 TFEU) – in these areas, the EU may not adopt legally 
binding acts that require the Member States to harmonize their 
laws and regulations. 

In this national-driven context, governments have introduced 
different agendas of family policies, based on the traditional 
classification between social protection, labour-market integra-
tion, and guarantee of social and civil rights, particularly for 
families unable to take advantage of fiscal and economic devel-
opment policies. 

Although the regulation, administration and funding of family 
policies is in principle a responsibility of the EU Member States 
due to the current structure of competences of the EU, EU bod-
ies (particularly the European Parliament and the European 
Commission through its Directorate General for Employment, 
Social Affairs and Inclusion) have taken a strong position to sup-
port the active participation of families in society and the econo-
my. The EU has adopted and applies as part of its shared and 
supportive competences a hybrid family rights framework, pro-
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moted by a complex 
set of (binding and non
-binding) legal instru-
ments and supported 
by funding machiner-
ies (the European In-
vestment and Structur-
al Funds) particularly 
through the Cohesion 
Policy.  

Taking as a starting 
point the challenging 
balance between the nexus of EU versus national family law and 
policy, this article introduces the concept of ‘family friendly in-
clusive growth’ and discusses its advantages as a new principle 
of EU policies related to families and their children.   

1. What available statistical data show  

During the last decade (2010-2020), the total number of 
households in the EU increased by 7.2%. In 2020, the Euro-
pean Union recorded 195.4 million households with on aver-
age 2.3 members per household. However, only three EU 
Member States remained unchanged in terms of household 
size (namely Luxembourg, Denmark and the Netherlands). 
All other EU Member States recorded a decrease in the aver-
age number of persons per household. The largest decreases 
since 2010 were observed in Sweden with the average 
household size decreasing from 2.0 in 2010 to 1.5 members 
in 2020, Latvia (from 2.6 to 2.2 members), Malta (from 2.9 
to 2.6 members) and Estonia (from 2.3 to 2.0 members).  

The evolution of household composition over time also 
shows some changes. Single adult households (i.e. house-
holds consisting of only one adult, living with or without 
children) increased much faster, namely by 19.5 % in the 
same period. This growth is even more pronounced in single 
adult households without children (+20.3 %), as evidenced by 
available statistical data (see Figure 1). Households made of a 
couple (lawful unions or by contract), with or without children, 
registered a slower increase of 4.0%. This growth is almost en-
tirely due to the higher number of couples living without chil-
dren.  

Moreover, households with two (not being a couple) or more 
adults, named also "other type of households" (i.e. an economi-
cally independent adult child living with one or two parents, 
elderly person living with other members of the family, economi-

cally independent 
roommates), de-
creased by 7.4% over 
the 2010-2020 period 
in the EU. The de-
crease in this type of 
household is even 
higher for households 
with dependent chil-
dren (-15.7%) than 
for those without 
children (-3.4%). 

In 2020, the EU recorded an increase of 11.2% in households 
without children and a decrease of 1.4% in households with 
children, compared with the situation in 2010 (see Figure 2). At 
national level, all countries, with the exception of Bulgaria which 
showed no change, recorded an increase between 2010 and 
2020 in households without children, ranging from +67.6% in 
Malta, +54.0% in Sweden, +34.6% in Luxembourg and +26.2% in 

Cyprus to +1.1% in Croatia, +4.2% in Denmark and +4.6% in Ger-
many. Regarding households with children, the development is 
relatively disparate among the Member States: the number of 
households with children decreased in 17 EU Member States, 
with the largest decrease in Lithuania (-21.3%). It remained sta-
ble in Spain, however, and increased in 9 EU Member States, 
including Luxembourg and Malta, where it increased by more 
than 15% (+15.1% and +35.4%, respectively). 

The 2020 distribution of households shows that the share of 
households in which children live can vary considerably from one 
country to another. At EU level, around three in ten households 

(28.7%) include children. At the top of the scale, children 
lived in one third or more of households in Ireland, Poland, 
Portugal, Cyprus, Slovakia, Malta, Romania and Luxem-
bourg. In Sweden, Finland, and Germany, children were 
found in less than one out of every four households. 

Households with one child are the most common among 
households with children. In 2020, in the EU, almost half of 
the households with children included one child (47.5%). 
Portugal, Lithuania and Latvia showed the highest shares of 
households with one child, i.e. ranging between 55% and 
57%. However, in Ireland, Sweden and the Netherlands, 
households with one child constituted less than 40% of 
households with children (see Figure 3).  

A strong evidence-based fact about family poverty 
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At EU level, four in ten households with children (39.9%) includ-
ed two children in 2020. Households with two children or more 
were most frequent in Ireland, Sweden the Netherlands, Slove-
nia and Croatia. In those countries, there were more households 
with two children than with one child.  

In the EU, 12.6% of the households with children in 2020 consist-
ed of households with three or more children. Ireland, Finland, 
Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Sweden and Croatia recorded 
the highest share of households with three children or more, all 
above 15.0%; in Portugal (6.3%), Bulgaria (7.4%), Italy (8.1%), 
Spain (9.3%), Lithuania 
(9.4%) and Greece (9.8%), 
less than one in ten 
households with children 
had three children or 
more.  

2. The placement of fami-
ly within the current EU 
inclusive growth dis-
course 

Inclusive growth was the 
third priority of the Eu-
rope 2020 Strategy, the 
EU’s Strategy for a smart, 
sustainable and inclusive 
growth covering the peri-
od 2010-2020. It means 
empowering people through high levels of employment, in-
vesting in skills, fighting poverty and modernizing labour mar-
kets, training and social protection systems so as to help people 
anticipate and manage change, and build a cohesive society. It is 
also essential that the benefits of economic growth spread to all 
parts of the Union, including its outermost regions, thus 
strengthening territorial cohesion. It is about ensuring access 
and opportunities for all throughout the lifecycle.  

Family development was not included in 2010 among the objec-
tives / targets of the inclusive growth discourse, although other 
previous EU institutional agendas have defined family as the 
cornerstone of the European fabric. This is particularly the case 
of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights, not to be confused 
with the 1989 Community Charter of the Fundamental Social 
Rights of Workers, a principles-based codification of rights with-
out any legal effect. 

The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights was adopted in Nice 
in 2000. After being amended, it was proclaimed again in 2007. 
However, only with the adoption of the Treaty of Lisbon on 
1 December 2009 the Charter came into direct effect, as provid-
ed for by Article 6(1) of the Treaty on European Union (TEU), 
thereby becoming a binding source of primary law. 

The Charter includes specific provisions on family development. 
Article 33 states - under the title ‘Family and professional life’ - 
that:  

1.   The family shall enjoy legal, economic and social protection. 

2.   To reconcile family and professional life, everyone shall have 

the right to protection from dismissal for a reason connected 
with maternity and the right to paid maternity leave and to pa-
rental leave following the birth or adoption of a child’. 

Although the Charter is still in force, the mandate about family 
protection is not a clearly defined priority within other recent EU 
institutional initiatives. This is particularly the case of the Euro-
pean Pillar of Social Rights. In 2017, the European Parliament, 
the Council and the European Commission jointly proclaimed 
the European Pillar of Social Rights at the Gothenburg Summit, 
an overall policy framework meant to achieve better working 

and living conditions in 
the EU. It sets out 20 key 
principles which repre-
sent the beacon guiding 
towards a strong social 
Europe that is fair, inclu-
sive and full of opportuni-
ty in the 21st century. 

The European Pillar al-
lows for a better degree 
of coordination, integra-
tion and improvement of 
social policies across the 
EU. Its three core themes 
- equal opportunities and 
access to the labour mar-
ket, fair working condi-
tions and social protec-

tion and inclusion - are all relevant to families and each area 
raises important questions about family rights. But any straight 
reference to the protection of family concept is missing, given 
that focus is given only to reconciling family and professional 
life. 

The European Pillar does not reiterate the paradigm of art. 33 
par. 1 of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights; it simply 
acknowledges the economic values of work-life balance, as evi-
denced through the interpretation of Principle No. 9: 

‘Parents and people with caring responsibilities have the right to 
suitable leave, flexible working arrangements and access to care 
services. Women and men shall have equal access to special 
leaves of absence in order to fulfil their caring responsibilities 
and be encouraged to use them in a balanced way’. 

The same residual approach was adopted in the European Pillar 
of Social Rights Action Plan, published on March 2021, which 
sets out concrete initiatives to achieve the 20 Principles through 
a joint effort by EU institutions, national, regional and local au-
thorities, social partners and civil society actors. This Action Plan 
proposes three EU headline targets to be achieved by the end of 
the decade in the areas of employment, skills, and social protec-
tion (The European Pillar of Social Rights Action Plan europa.eu): 

- At least 78% of the population aged 20 to 64 should be in em-
ployment by 2030 

- At least 60% of all adults should participate in training every 
year 
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- The number of people at risk of poverty or social exclusion 
should be reduced by at least 15 million by 2030. 

3. The need for a new EU ‘family friendly inclusive growth’ 
paradigm  

The lack of a specific Principle related to the development and 
protection of families within the European Pillar of Social Rights 
is a de facto alarming sign both for households with and without 
children across Europe. It raises serious political and policy is-
sues about the treatment of families during the implementation 
of the new EU social rights agenda, particularly in the light of 
the social impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, which is still taking 
an unprecedented toll on children and families. These issues 
cannot be addressed effectively by reference to family driven 
initiatives of the 2021 Action Plan, as: 

I. the binding Directive (EU) 2019/1158 of the European Parlia-
ment and of the Council of 20 June 2019 on work-life balance 
for parents and carers and repealing Council Directive 2010/18/
EU; 

II. the non-binding Council Recommendation (EU) 2021/1004 of 
14 June 2021 establishing a European Child Guarantee; 

III. the non-binding “Strategy on the Rights of the 
Child” (European Commission, Communication from the Com-
mission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee on the Re-
gions ‘EU Strategy on the rights of the child’, COM(2021)
142/24.3.2021; 

IV. the non-binding Council Recommendation on Minimum In-
come (to be adopted in 2022). 

In this challenging context, EU policy leaders should bring back 
family at the centre of EU social and economic agendas using a 
new ‘family friendly inclusive growth’ paradigm, which will com-
plement and support family friendly policies at national, region-
al and local level. The new paradigm will focus on four interre-
lated key objectives: 

- support individuals to become par-
ents; 

- support parents to create and 
sustain large families; 

- empower families with 
children through high lev-
els of employment, in-
vesting in skills, fighting 
poverty / social exclusion 
and modernizing labour 
markets, education, train-
ing and social protection 
systems; 

- prevent and combat child 
poverty and social exclusion. 

3.1. Key actions to deliver the ‘family friendly inclusive growth’ 
paradigm  

If interested readers might ask what kind of EU instruments are 
critical if we are to achieve these objectives, the response is 
clear: a balanced mix between policy and financial initiatives, 
that will restore the confidence of people to the EU narrative 
and refresh the demographic power of Europe. Relevant flag-
ship initiatives should include: 

1. The implementation of a new approach by the European 
Council about the development of national family and demo-
graphic policies in the European Semester process (the cycle of 
economic and fiscal policy coordination within the EU, part of 
the broader economic governance framework) 

2. The publication of an own-initiative Report on Families in 
Europe by competent Committees of the European Parliament 
that will present a motion for a Resolution (a non-legally binding 
text that expresses the Parliament's opinion and could poten-
tially influence the latest stage of its development), requesting 
the European Commission to put forward a legislative proposal 
on a concerted EU ‘family friendly inclusive growth’ Strategy 

3. The publication of a Green Paper on Families in Europe by the 
European Commission during 2022 

4. The design and implementation of a Families Social Action 
Programme (to promote the EU’s actions in favour of families) 
by the European Commission during 2023 

5. The establishment of the EU Observatory on Family and De-
mographic Policies as a joint initiative of the European Commis-
sion, national governments, international and national family 
stakeholders and academia, which shall support mobilize the 
evidence needed to improve family and demographic policies, 
and help the evidence to have impact on the lives and expecta-
tions of families across Europe 

6. The cooperation between the European Commission, national 
authorities, international and national family stakehold-

ers (including ELFAC and its members) to strength-
en family and demographic policies using funds 

of the Multiannual Financial Framework 
2021 - 2027, particularly related to the 

Policy Objective No. 4 (a more social and 
inclusive Europe implementing the 
European Pillar of Social Rights). 

7. The cooperation between the Eu-
ropean Commission, national author-
ities, international and national fami-
ly stakeholders (including ELFAC and 
its members) to strengthen family 
and demographic policies using funds 

of the Next Generation EU economic 
recovery package, particularly related 

to the Pillars No. 3 (Social and Territorial 
Cohesion) and No. 6 (Policies for the next 

generation, children and the youth) of the 
Recovery and Resilience Facility 2021-2025. 
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