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Abstract From 2013 the European Union has promoted social investments as a
national reform strategy to increase individuals’ capacities and national economic growth.
However, to take full advantage of social investments, the strategy needs a more coherent
framework that takes into account the dynamic and multidimensional nature of social issues
and social investments. Theoretically, this article establishes such a framework consisting of
generational, life course and gender perspectives on social investments. The generational
perspective brings out that social investments involve horizontal redistribution, underpin the
productive and reproductive social contract between generations, and the increased diver-
sity within generations. The life course perspective demonstrates how social issues and
social investments in one life stage depend on the situation in prior life stages and affect the
situation in later life stages and, possibly, in multiple dimensions. The gender perspective
shows how social investments can improve economic and social returns when gender and
ageing over the life course are taken into consideration. Empirically, cross-national patterns
indicate a positive relation between social investment policies and returns.
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Introduction

The European Social Model may come out of the economic crisis as the phoenix bird
rising from the ashes: more economically sustainable and more socially just. At least the
new European Union (EU) social investment strategy promises to ‘enhance person’s
capacities and support their participation in society and the labour market. This benefit
individuals prosperity, boost the economy and help the EU emerge from the crisis
stronger, more cohesive and more competitive’ (European Commission, 2013a).
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The idea of investing in people’s human capital, health and other capabilities is not
new (Sen, 1985; Becker, 1993 [1964]). However, scholars, international organisa-
tions and governments pay growing interest in how to simultaneously curb inequal-
ities and promote growth. Noble laureate James Heckman champions investments
in children with disadvantageous backgrounds (for example, Heckman, 2006).
Professor Marmot et al (2012) recommend a good start in life for all to improve
health and reduce health inequities. The World Health Organisation (WHO) and the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) both promote
investments in persons to curb social, health and economic inequalities and to
increase social cohesion and economic growth. Indeed, in the 2000s many govern-
ments expanded education, healthcare and, especially, childcare.

While many of the ideas behind social investments may not be new, it is novel for
the EU to present them together as a coherent reform strategy embracing hitherto
separate strategies and swiftly incorporate the strategy in the European Semester. The
President of the European Commission Barroso (2012) noted in his State of Union
address in September 2012 that the Nordic countries have shown that effective social
protection systems and strong partnerships make it possible to be both competitive
and socially cohesive. The launch in February 2013 consisted of one Communica-
tion, a Recommendation plus eight staff working papers (European Commission,
2013a, b). The separate strategies on health, social protection, long-term care and
social inclusion were merged into one social policy reform strategy, that of social
investments. In October 2013 the European Council (2013) agreed to integrate the
social dimension of the EMU into the European Semester, as suggested by the
Commission (European Commission, 2013c). As a result, 2014 was the first
European Semester to be informed by the social investment strategy and the social
objectives in the Annual Growth Survey.

In June 2014 country specific recommendations asked member states to take
action in 2014–2015 in five areas connected to the social investment strategy,
namely: Pension and healthcare systems, Labour market participation, Active
labour market policy, Education and training and Poverty and social inclusion. To
these areas one may have added Research and development (R&D), Labour
market segmentation, Wage setting and Sound Finances. However, looking
exclusively at the five areas and the 26 EU member states (Greece and Cyprus
implement commitments under the EU/IMF financial assistance programmes) we
get a maximum of 130 areas that the country-specific recommendations could
cover. The Commissioned proposed recommendations in 99 of the 130 possible.
All countries received country-specific recommendations. Three countries were
made recommendations in two areas, that is, Denmark, Sweden and the Nether-
lands. Seven countries received recommendations in all the possible areas
associated with social investments: Bulgaria, Croatia, Ireland, Lithuania, Poland,
Portugal and Romania. The remaining countries received recommendations in
three or four areas.
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Social policy scholars have criticised social investment strategies for neglecting
gender and class issues, children’s wellbeing and the situation of jobless poor and
for having a too economic view of investments and returns (Lister, 2003;
Cantillon, 2011; Kersbergen and Hemerijk, 2012; Nolan, 2013; Pintelon et al,
2013). In relation to the EU social investment strategy the critics are partly right
and partly wrong. The focus on children is strong indeed; the only recommenda-
tion, Investing in children: breaking the cycle of disadvantage, advocates reforms
to dampen the impact of social class of origin for social risks. However, a closer
look at the country specific recommendations from June 2014 reveal that none of
them mention social class, but they do address social mobility, female labour
supply and Roma children as informed by the national experts on social inclusion
(Frazer and Marlier, 2014). The Communication, Towards Social Investment for
Growth and Cohesion, notes that gender disadvantages must be tackled in a more
coherent manner including the higher rates of female poverty, lower activity rates,
part-time work and the gender pay gap (European Commission, 2013a, pp. 7–8).
However, the country specific recommendations do not show evidence of the new
social investment thinking manifesting itself (yet) in gender issues beyond well-
established ideas of improving female labour supply by reconciling work and
family life through childcare provision.

The relative scarce attention to gender aspects in the current EU social investment
strategy and in the majority of scholarly work on social investments is surprising
for at least five reasons. First, gender matters for life chances: families, education,
the labour market, health and social relations are highly stratified arenas in gender
terms. Second, inherent in the social investment strategy there are many gender
issues such as reconciliation of work and family life. Third, gender issues, in
particular questions of gender equality, have long been within EU’s legitimate
sphere of social policy. Fourth, the Nordic countries that at the moment probably
best represent the social investment approach have long been acknowledged for
having some of the most gender equal societies and most expansive policies for
families and children, labour markets and the socially disadvantaged. Finally, the
remarkable increase of women’s educational attainment, new gender roles and
modern family types are all central components to take account of in on-going
reforms of labour market regulation favouring insiders and social policies based on
male bread-winner models.

Paradoxically, there has also been little scholarly attention to gender aspects of the
social investment strategy, despite many researchers emphasising the strategy has
important gender aspects (see contributors in Morel et al, 2012) and despite a
multitude of gender studies on the causes and effects of the various policies making
up the social investments. So far, no scholars have systematically examined how
gender aspects come into play in a social investment strategy with regard to social
investment policies and their social, health and economic returns. One reason may be
that few social investment researchers have adopted the lifelong perspective that does
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justice to the core idea of social investments being about policies that over time
benefit people and society.

The EU has gone one step in the right direction of adopting a framework that
contains policies and returns over the whole life span as declared by Andor (2013),
Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Inclusion ‘… We can restore and
maintain prosperity in Europe if we invest in our human capital, from cradle to old age.
This is what social investment is about’. The three-stage life cycle approach with
childhood, adulthood and old age was originally put forward by Rowntree (1901) and
informed poverty relief and social insurance in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
However, the life cycle perspective is problematic on two accounts. First, it assumes
uniformity in our paths through life. However, because of social and structural change
generations’ paths through life have become more complex and diverse across different
socioeconomic groups, including gender. Second, the perspective is problematic
because many social issues and returns to social investments evolve over time and
across dimensions. The significance of a life event or policy intervention in one life
stage depends in part on what happened in the previous stage(s) and have consequences
for what happens later and, possibly, in more dimensions. Hence the life cycle approach
cannot inform policymaking on social investments in the twenty-first century.

This article aims to contribute to a more coherent framework, the life course
perspective, on social investments that: addresses the dynamic and multidimensional
nature of social issues and social investment policies; contain multiple discipli-
nary approaches; emphasises differences between generations and diversity within
generations – exemplified by gender – due to a dialectic relationship between human
agency and contextual factors; and is high on policy relevance. The seemingly small
change of focus from life cycle to life course dramatically changes our understanding
of social issues and policies.

The article uses arguments and evidence from economics, medicine, psychol-
ogy, public health and sociology to underpin how a life course perspective can
inform social investment strategies. The article uses cross-national institutional
and statistical information for five countries representing different welfare regimes
and corners of Europe – Denmark, Germany, Italy, Poland and the United
Kingdom – to show the relevance and potential of social investments in the life
course perspective.

The first section explains how the social investment strategy serves an intergenera-
tional contract through horizontal redistribution. Also the section discusses how
social and structural change form more diverse generations with (recurring) life
events especially in family, education and labour market trajectories and lead to less
fixed times of transition between life stages. The second section offers a life
course perspective on social investments explaining what policies and returns are
characteristic for different life events, life stages and transitions between stages.
The third section uses gender to illustrate how the diversity view of the life course
perspective can help inform social investments. The final section concludes.

Kvist

4 © 2014 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1472-4790 Comparative European Politics 1–19



Social Investments from a Generational Perspective

The social investment strategy, we argue, builds on an implicit contract between
generations. The generational contract concerns production and reproduction. Those
of working age finance welfare policies, including social investments, for those who
are children and youth and for those who are retired. Those of prime age support
children that in due course become the generation of workers supporting their parent
generation in return.

Figure 1 illustrates how generations change position over time from being
recipients in childhood and youth at time Time, over being contributors in working
age at Time+1 generation to become recipients again in old age at Time+2 generations. This
shifting of positions implies that the welfare state smoothes resources over the life
course and act as a piggy bank for the individual (Barr, 2001).

Indeed, Figure 1 thus shows how social investments are largely financed by those
who are the subjects invested in, that is, a distribution of resources from myself to
myself at different points of time in my life course. This horizontal redistribution of
resources to oneself over the life course contrasts with vertical redistribution of
resources from the rich to the poor, from the healthy to the ill, from childless persons
to families and from workers to workless.

The reproduction function of the generational contract has obvious gender aspects
to it as women of fertile age are bearing the main costs to maintain a stable
replacement of generations. The current ageing of the population in European
countries can be explained by the 1968 generation not having as many children as
their parents. Over time this means that fewer people have to support and care for
more elderly. The reproductive elements of the generational contract can hardly be
overestimated as evidenced by low fertility rates in many European countries.

Changing demographics influence national economies (see Lee and Mason, 2011).
Today all countries face ageing populations with large cohorts retiring at the same

Figure 1: The intergenerational contract.
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time as smaller cohorts enter working age. Social investment strategies are thus
working on the backdrop of ageing populations that makes it essential to design the
best possible policies to form, maintain and use skills and enable individuals and
families to get children, education and jobs.

At the same time social investment policies must take into account that generations
themselves are changing. De-institutionalisation and de-standardisation of the
family, education and work take place in all European countries.

The post-war nuclear family with a married couple and their children is giving way
for more family types. More and more people cohabite, live alone, break-ups and
enter new unions, perhaps with persons with children from their previous unions.
Family trajectories no longer follow the same sequence of cohabitation, marriage and
childbirth. Social investment policies facilitate transitions between family forms and
avoid that belonging to any one family form hinder individuals’ pursuit of their life
chances in education and work.

The education trajectories themselves have changed. Personal development is no
longer the reservoir of first the mother and then schools, but is becoming a lifelong
process. Social investment in a life course perspective acknowledge that learning in
any one stage must be seen in connection with what happened earlier and what is
to happen.

The labour market has changed fundamentally since the heyday of the male
breadwinner model in the post-war period. Women entered the formal labour market
and increasingly work full-time. Work trajectories are made up by many jobs over the
life course, often interrupted by re-occurring events of unemployment, sickness and
education. In addition education, family life and work trajectories intersect in new
ways along the life course thereby replacing male breadwinner models with dual
earner couples and single person households (Blossfeld and Drobnič, 2001).

As a consequence of these social and structural changes, the view of uniform
generations in the life cycle perspective must give way to an understanding of
generations being more complex, amenable and heterogeneous. The life course
perspective acknowledges different generations have different possibilities and
opportunities with diversity characterising individuals’ path through life (Elder,
1999 [1974]). Social investment thinking aligns with the life course perspective on
personal development in family, education and work as a lifelong process where no
life stage can be understood in isolation from other stages.

The life course perspective highlights that age is not simply biological or
chronological and that transitions from one stage in the life course to another change
over historical time and is diverse across individuals. Growing shares of generations
take longer and more frequent education periods and make the transition to working
age on average later than previous generations. The generation of elderly today is
generally more resourceful and less frail than 40 years ago, and individuals today
retire at many different points of time in their lives. The social investment strategy
aims in part to move and mould transitions from one stage to another. Sometimes the

Kvist

6 © 2014 Macmillan Publishers Ltd. 1472-4790 Comparative European Politics 1–19



goal is to postpone the transition, for example, when preventing premature births or
reducing involuntary early retirement. At other times the goal is to advance a
transition, for example from education or unemployment into work. In most
instances the goal of social investment policies is to keep people on track in their
life course, allowing them to form own individual life trajectories without getting
trapped in adverse situations. Typical goals are thus to reduce the rate of early school
leavers and to support unemployed and others to get back into work.

In essence, the social contract between generations rests on the idea that each
generation does its best, first, to acquire and maintain the skills needed to be
productive and, second, use these skills and have the number of children needed to
keep the ratio of working to non-working relatively stable. The goal of the social
investment strategy is to help make this happen acknowledging that generations are
different and are internally diverse.

Social Investments in a Life Course Perspective

Social investments are made by different actors, including most notably families,
firms and various state interventions. Public policies can thus be directed not only at
the individual, but also at the family and civil society and at firms and employers.
There are two constitutive dimensions to the social investment strategy, the inputs or
social investment policies and the outputs or the returns of social investment policies.
Figure 2 shows that the type of policies and returns vary over the life course and
extend far beyond education and activation policies and yield more than economic
returns. Indeed, the social investment strategy contains a broad range of policies and
returns from the start of life to the end of life.

Life starts in the womb. Adverse influences during fetal life, like under-nutrition,
prompt the fetus to adopt that may cause persistent changes to organ structure and
metabolism. Such changes were found to lead to problems such as bad brain
development as well as cardiovascular diseases and diabetes in adult life (Barker,
1998; Hannon, 2003).

From a social investment perspective the social and economic costs of illness and
underdevelopment must, if possible, be avoided and, to the extent possible, replaced
by healthier and productive lives. To secure a healthy development of the fetus,
health promotion campaigns, outreach, health checks, screening and other prenatal
measures can be directed at pregnant girls and women in areas and situations where
risk factors are high. Nurses and midwifes may help and guide the pregnant women
and her partner, if any, to adopt healthy life styles. After the birth, a variety of health
professionals and community support workers can help the mother to breastfeed and
offer other parenting skills support.

Among others, Heckman (2006) has pioneered studies of the effects of early
environments on child, adolescent and adult achievement. Life course skill formation
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is a dynamic process in which early inputs strongly affect the productivity of later
inputs (Heckman, 2006; Burger, 2010). Because skill formation is dynamic and
because skill demands increase, it is crucial to establish good cognitive and social
skills in childhood.

Family investments in children can be boosted by leave schemes and family
counselling that improve, respectively, the amount and quality of child–parent interac-
tion. Maternity, paternity and parental leave schemes give parents employment
protection and, mostly, income support that extend the time children have with their
parents. Mothers have post-natal maternity leaves of 12 months in Poland and the United
Kingdom that is far longer than 1.8 months in Germany, 3.2 months in Denmark and
3.7 months in Italy (figures for 2013) (Moss, 2013), but the British scheme is only well-
paid, as defined by the European Commission as paying at least 66 per cent of previous
earnings, for 1.4 months. All countries run various forms of family counselling, but the
data is too disparate to allow meaningful cross-national comparisons.

Policies making up state subsidised investments in children are childcare and early
education. High quality early childcare is key for social investments in children and
has proven to have positive long-run consequences on academic and economic
outcomes (Burger, 2010; Havnes and Mogstad, 2011). Heckman and colleagues
found that high-quality early childhood programmes reduce crime, raise earnings,
promote education and improve health (for example, Heckman, 2000; Campbell et

Figure 2: A life course perspective on social investment policies and their returns.
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al, 2014). Childcare give returns for all children, but the largest returns come for
children in families who are least likely to stimulate cognitive skills, such as those
from dysfunctional families (Heckman, 2006; Havnes and Mogstad, 2011).

Childcare coverage rates vary with age of children and between countries.
The coverage rate for children between 3 years and compulsory school age in
formal childcare is high in all countries, except Poland. In 2012, the Polish share of
35 per cent was much smaller than the 72 per cent in the United Kingdom, 91 per cent
in Italy and Germany and 94 per cent in Denmark (Eurostat, 2014). The coverage of
children below 3 years in formal care is low in all countries, except Denmark. In
2012 the share was less than 10 per cent in Poland increasing to 20 per cent in
Germany, 22 per cent in Italy, over 35 per cent in the United Kingdom to 77 per cent
in Denmark (European Commission, 2013d). Childcare coverage is high for older
children, but lower for younger children where it matters most.

To reduce the effect of intergenerational transmission of risks, children of less
privileged families should get into childcare. The share of children below 3 years
in formal care in 2011 who come from the poorest income quintile is 0 per cent in
Poland, 17 per cent in Italy, 20 per cent in the United Kingdom, 21 per cent
in Germany and 87 per cent in Denmark (European Commission, 2013d). In
comparison, the coverage rate for children in the richest families is 4 per cent in
Poland, 23 per cent in Germany, 28 per cent in Italy, 53 per cent in the
United Kingdom and 83 per cent in Denmark (European Commission, 2013d).
Thus, the coverage of young children from all income groups is negligible in
Poland, low in Germany and high in Denmark. There are more children from
middle and high incomes families in childcare than from poor families in Italy and
the United Kingdom. No country succeeds in reaching out to all children in
relatively poor families, but Denmark is performing notably better than other
EU countries.

The quality of formal childcare is important for returns on investments and for the
likelihood that families place their children in childcare. The quality of childcare
depends on a lot of aspects like budget, pedagogy, staff qualifications and the ratio of
staff to children. These aspects vary between different childcare institutions making
cross-national comparisons difficult. With this caveat in mind there is general
consensus that a good indicator of childcare quality is child/staff ratios. On average
the child/staff ratio for pre-primary school education in full-time staff in 2010 was
10.0 in Denmark, 11.8 in Italy, 12.6 in Germany and 15.9 in the United Kingdom and
18.7 in Poland (European Commission, 2013d).

The quality of interventions for children with social, learning and cognitive
difficulties can be improved by professional specialists supporting regular staff. In
Denmark and Germany such specialists include speech and language therapists,
educational psychologists and experts on special educational needs (European
Commission et al, 2014). Local governments in Italy and the United Kingdom
decide which support staff is made available. In Poland staff get support from
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educational therapists and those working with older children also get support from
speech and language therapists.

In adolescence persons build on what they have learned in childhood and prepare
themselves for early adulthood. Adolescents also engage in risk behaviour and may
start unhealthy life styles like smoking and drinking. Policies include norm setting
through information, taxes on tobacco and alcohol and combatting drug misuse, and
promotion of good physical and dietary habits. Studies have shown that personal
traits are amenable both in childhood and youth (Heckman, 2008). This opens up the
potential for measures that aim at instilling attentiveness and persistence and other
traits that are helpful for success in life.

Education and vocational training aim at specific skills sets from basic to advanced
or occupational. Study stipends and free or subsidised education reduce the disadvan-
tage of coming from economically poor households. One EU2020 headline target is
that at least 40 per cent of persons aged from 30 to 34 in the EU obtain a tertiary degree
or the equivalent (European Commission, 2010). Countries can set their own targets in
their national reform programs. Already in 2013, the United Kingdom had a share of
47.6 per cent and no national target, Denmark 43.4 per cent and a target of 40 per cent
and Poland 40.5 per cent and a target of 45 per cent (Eurostat, 2014). Germany
had 33.1 per cent of persons with a tertiary degree (ISCED 5), but also boasts an
extensive vocational training system (ISCED 4) that explains why the national target is
42 per cent, including ISCED 4. Italy trails far behind with a meagre 22.4 per cent
actual rate and target of 26–27 per cent.

The transition from education to work is an important life event and a litmus test of
social investments. However, the crisis from 2008 onwards had a dramatic impact on
youth becoming more excluded from society and the cohorts that entered the labour
market in the last few years are likely to become a ‘lost generation’. Improvements
started in Germany in 2011, but only later and to a lesser extent in the other four
countries. In 2013 the youth unemployment rate for persons from 15 to 29 years was
ranging from 4.6 per cent in Germany to 8.1 per cent in Denmark, to 10.0 per cent in
Poland, 10.1 per cent in the United Kingdom to 12.4 per cent in Italy (Eurostat,
2014). Youth long-term unemployment rates capture whether persons are brought off
track in their life course. In 2013 the share of persons from 15 to 29 years with more
than 12 months of unemployment stood at 1.5 per cent in Denmark, 1.9 per cent in
Germany, 4.5 per cent in the United Kingdom, 6.8 per cent in Poland and 15.9
per cent in Italy (Eurostat, 2014).

From a social investment perspective it is good to know if youth make returns on
investments and if they are achieving further skills and competences. In 2013 the
share of youth aged 15–29 years that was not in employment or training was
7.5 per cent in Denmark, 8.7 per cent in Germany, 14.7 per cent in the United
Kingdom, 16.2 per cent in Poland and a staggering 26.0 per cent in Italy (Eurostat,
2014). In short, almost one in six young Poles and one in four young Italians are
currently off-track.
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Persons of prime age should, according to social investment thinking, ideally
work, have babies and live active, independent and healthy lives. These aspects are
interrelated: employment and good quality work are not only important for tax
revenues and the sustainability of the welfare state but also for individuals’ own
wellbeing and health, parental investments in off-spring and children’s life chances.
Health risks and precarious jobs and unemployment, especially long-term unemploy-
ment, are interrelated (Marmot et al, 2012).

Unemployment, economic insecurity and poverty negatively affects parental
capacity as well as child wellbeing and later performance. Studies based on national
longitudinal data have shown that the more severe, the longer and the earlier poverty
occurs in the life of the child, the worse are the effects on school performance and
adolescent wellbeing (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).

Social protection, active labour market policies and life-long learning that act to
prevent adults from getting caught in a situation of no work or low income thus have
a higher element of social investment than schemes where these elements are in the
background.

Social protection and other schemes ameliorating the impact of illness, losing a job
and other adverse life events reduce some of the associated anxieties. Social
protection also makes adults take more risks such as changing jobs. Certain active
labour market policies and life-long learning help, respectively, people out and in
work to maintain existing and acquire new skills (Bonoli, 2012).

For the overall assessment of social investment returns the employment rate is an
important benchmark. The EU has a 2020 headline target of 75 per cent employment
of persons aged from 20 to 64 years (European Commission, 2010). The target is not
differentiated according to age or gender as was the case before the EU2020 strategy.
Also countries can set their own targets. Hence, Denmark with an employment rate of
75.6 per cent in 2013 does not reach its own goal of 80 per cent (Eurostat, 2014).
With a rate of 77.1 per cent Germany just achieved its goal of 77 per cent. The United
Kingdom has a rate of 74.9 per cent and has not set an own target. With rates of 59.8
per cent in Italy and 64.9 per cent in Poland, both countries are far from meeting their
own targets of, respectively, 67 and 71 per cent.

All countries have problems with the employment of the older part of the prime
aged. In 2013 the employment rate of persons from 55 to 64 years varies from 40.6
per cent in Poland and 42.7 in Italy over 59.8 per cent in the United Kingdom and
61.7 per cent in Denmark to 63.7 per cent in Germany (Eurostat, 2014). ‘Active
ageing’ has become the catch phrase for social investment type policies for elderly.

Active ageing aims to move the transition from work to retirement to later in
people’s lives and to boost active, independent and healthy living and thus increase
wellbeing and reduce care needs. Pension reforms raised retirement ages in all the
countries, but the real social investment approach is done in earlier stages. Early
preventive measures can delay the onset of age-related mental and physical
disabilities (Marmot et al, 2012). Early detection and quality care can help prevent
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or delay the development of chronic disease and minimise their consequences
(WHO, 2012).

Social Investments from a Gender Perspective

Individuals have diverse life trajectories. However, the paths through life are not random.
Family, education, work, health and social relations vary systematically by age, gender,
migrant status, social class of origin and other socioeconomic aspects. We use gender as
an example of how social investment can help update the European welfare states.

Let us examine the issues at stake through a very simple, narrow and stylistic
illustration of men and women’s net contributions to the public exchequer over their
life course. Figure 3 shows that women consume more and contribute less to the public
economy than men in strict economic terms. In the real world gender differences
depend on the socioeconomic profile of the given groups, the sector of the labour
market and the economic cycles, just to mention a few important dimensions.

Obviously the main focus of prenatal social investments should target pregnant
women, see Area I in Figure 3. That said, attention may also take into account the
wider social and cultural context in which pregnancy takes place. Family interven-
tions may be an idea, if the partner is present.

Early childhood education and childcare as well as primary schools are key
institutions in secondary socialisation. Primary socialisation in families is more likely

Figure 3: Illustration of net revenue to the public sector over the life course.
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to conserve existing stereotypes. Hence childcare and institutions can help combat
stereotypes, see Area II in Figure 3, if any, about gender roles. Being in childcare or
schools is, of course, not a guarantee against gender stereotypes. For example, no
countries provide gender balanced provision of childcare. There are simply very few
male early years teachers and child carers. Even if the goal is not to achieve parity
between men and women, there is still a very long way to go. Denmark is closest in
the EU with 8 per cent of child carers being men (European Commission, 2013d).

Fathers can be supported to invest more in their children through paternity leave
schemes and through ‘daddy quotas’ in parental leave schemes that can only be taken
by men or otherwise would forfeit. In 2013 fathers had 2 weeks statutory paternity
leave in Denmark, Poland and the United Kingdom, 1 day in Italy and none in
Germany (Moss, 2013). Although collective and individual agreements may supple-
ment the statutory schemes there is still considerable scope to improve fathers’
possibilities to invest time with their children in all countries (see also Hobson, 2002).

Social investments during adolescence support individual performance in the
educational system and general health. The EU2020 strategy operates with a headline
target of maximum 10 per cent of early school leavers (European Commission,
2010), with no gender specific targets despite marked gender differences, see III in
Figure 3. Poland and Italy have set own targets at, respectively, 4.5 and 16 per cent.
Males in all EU countries fare worse than females in education. The rate of male early
leavers from the educational system in 2013 was 7.9 per cent in Poland, 9.9 per cent
in Denmark, 10.4 per cent in Germany, 13.7 per cent in the United Kingdom and 20.2
per cent in Italy (Eurostat, 2014). The similar rate for females was 3.2 per cent in
Poland, 6.2 per cent in Denmark, 9.3 per cent in Germany, 11.2 per cent in United
Kingdom and 13.7 per cent in Italy. Students’ capabilities relate not least to early
childhood developments when the cognitive, social and language skills were
established. More can be done in that stage to better prepare and equip kids to excel
in education. Moreover the design of education could better take into account gender
and other socioeconomic differences.

Gender differences in educational attainment are large, see IV in Figure 3. About
half of women aged 30–34 have tertiary education or the equivalent in Denmark
(51.8 per cent), the United Kingdom (50.5 per cent) and Poland (48.4 per cent) in
2013 (Eurostat, 2014). In Germany the figure is 34.0 per cent while women in Italy
rank lowest with 27.2 per cent. Men’s share stand at 44.6 per cent in the United
Kingdom, 35.2 per cent in Denmark, 32.9 per cent in Poland, 32.2 per cent in
Germany and at 17.7 per cent in Italy. The gender gap is biggest in Denmark and
Poland and smallest in Germany. Since education is the best insurance against
unemployment, ill health and other bad risks the implication is not to reduce tertiary
education for women but rather enable more men to take tertiary education.

Nevertheless, more women than men are side tracked during adolescence and
young adulthood. Women have higher rates of Not in Employment, Education, or
Training than men in all countries. The gender gap varies from 1.1 per cent point in
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Denmark, over 3.3 per cent point in Italy and 3.9 per cent point in Germany to 5.7 per
cent point in both Poland and in the United Kingdom. The area indicated by IV in
Figure 3 thus covers a complex picture of more women doing better than men in
education, but worse in becoming excluded.

Becoming a parent is a life turning event that the social investment strategy
supports. Policies aim to give the best conditions for good parenting and to prevent
parenthood from becoming an obstacle for parent’s, especially mother’s, labour
market participation. Nurseries, childcare and early childhood education enable
parents to better reconcile work and family life so that women can have both children
and careers, see Point V in Figure 3.

The growing number of single parents are particularly vulnerable in so far as there
is only one potential income earner and only one person investing in children (mostly
the child will be with both parents, just not at the same time). There are far more female
single parents than male, and single fathers are, on average, better off in socioeconomic
terms. From a social investment perspective the key is to get all parents into good
quality work to avoid poverty and thus help boost parental investments in their
children. Another goal is to enable parents to use their human capital, as discussed
earlier.

Employment activity varies a lot between parents and non-parents and between
countries. In Denmark mothers aged from 25 to 49 with children below 12 work
1.6 percentage points more than women of the same age without children. In the
other countries mothers work considerably less than non-mothers: in Italy the
difference is 8.6, in Poland 11.6, in the United Kingdom 16.4 and in Germany no
less than 18.4 percentage points (European Commission, 2013d). For men aged
from 25 to 49 the picture is a mirror image. The employment rate of fathers is
considerable higher than for men without a child, namely 6.9 percentage point in
Germany, 7.1 in the United Kingdom, 10.4 in Denmark, 10.6 in Poland and 11.4
in Italy (European Commission, 2013d).

Availability, affordability and quality of childcare are the major reasons mothers
give for not working or working only part-time. In Italy 37 per cent women aged 15–64
and with children up to the mandatory school age report that they do not work or work
part time because childcare is not available, 57 per cent because childcare is too
expensive and 5 per cent because the quality is insufficient. In Poland 35 per cent report
lack of availability, 57 per cent that childcare is too expensive and 4 per cent that
childcare is insufficient. Among British non-working mothers the childcare availability
is mentioned by 10 per cent, insufficient quality by 4 per cent and too expensive by
73 per cent (European Commission, 2013d). One in four of similar mothers in
Germany say that they do not work because a lack of childcare and 31 per cent because
childcare is too expensive. None of the Danish mothers gave the availability, price or
quality of childcare as reasons for not working or working only part-time.

In light of relatively high childcare coverage of European children between 3 years
and school age (except in Poland), as previously discussed, the marked impact on
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employment of having children may come as a surprise. However, the high coverage
masks big differences in the number of hours children are in childcare. In Denmark
87 per cent of children are in care 30 hours or more and 11 per cent are in care for 29
hours or less (European Commission, 2013d). In Germany the similar figures are 44
and 46 per cent and in the United Kingdom they are 27 and 66 per cent. In Italy
17 per cent of children are in childcare more than 30 hours and 9 per cent less. There
are no reliable figures for Poland. Low childcare coverage rates and number of hours
help explain the large cross-national differences in female employment rates.

Generally, men have higher employment rates than women, see VI in Figure 3.
With a difference of 20 percentage points Italy has by far the biggest gender
gap in employment rate and Denmark the smallest with 5.3 per cent (Eurostat,
2014). Reducing employment protection legislation, reconciliation of work and
family policies, training and making tax system more friendly towards second
earners are policies that have proven important to boost female employment
(OECD, 2012).

Women face both a gender pay gap and a glass ceiling in the labour market, see
VII in Figure 3. As existing EU legislation prohibits discrimination on the basis of
gender, more measures are required at the national and local level. Ensuring fair
returns on individual investments in education and in the labour market are crucial
for the social investment strategy as it affects individual’s incentives to learn and
work as well as the financing of the system.

Employment among elderly is generally higher and gender gaps smaller in North
and Western European countries than in Southern and Eastern European countries.
The area indicated by VIII thus vary across countries. In 2013 the highest employ-
ment rate for persons aged 55–64 was in Germany with 69.8 per cent for men and
57.8 per cent for women and in Denmark and the United Kingdom 3–4 percentage
points lower (Eurostat, 2014). However, in Italy the employment rate is only
52.9 per cent for men and 33.1 per cent for women and in Poland slightly lower at,
respectively, 51.3 and 31.0 per cent. The gender gap is smallest in Denmark at nearly
10 percentage points and largest in Italy and Poland at around 20 percentage points.
Especially women have care responsibilities again later in life, this time for frail
elderly parents or parents-in-law.

Similar patterns can be found for retirement ages. In 2012 Italy had an official
retirement age of 66 years and the other countries of 65 years. However, the effective
average retirement age for men varied from 61.1 years in Italy over 62.1 in Germany
and 62.3 in Poland to 63.4 in Denmark and 63.7 in the United Kingdom (OECD,
2014). Similar figures for women were 60.2 years in Poland and 60.5 years in Italy
over 61.6 in Germany and 61.9 in Denmark to 63.2 in the United Kingdom. The
United Kingdom performs better in terms of retaining elderly in the labour force for
longer time, albeit this may be caused by a multitude of aspects, not all of which are
related to pensions and not all of which are positive, enabling factors. For example,
difficulties in making ends meet may motivate elderly to work longer.
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Women draw out more than men in very old age, see Point X in Figure 3, which
can in part be explained by gender gaps in longevity and health. Women live longer
than men but also have more years of bad health. In 2012 life expectancy for EU 28 at
the age of 65 was 21.1 years for women and 17.7 years of which, respectively, 12.6
and 9.3 were not healthy years (Eurostat, 2014). Because of gender roles and women
living longer than men, there is often no male partner to care for elderly women with
care needs who thus have to resort to public schemes.

In turn, the gender gaps in longevity and health status are explained by the different
psychosocial stress men and women have in earlier stages of the life course. Women
face stress from paid work, balancing burdens of care to different generations, and
housekeeping (Marmot et al, 2012). Men’s health is more influenced by working
conditions (ibid.).

Many of the gender differences in old age derive from gender differences in the
labour market. Women are more likely than men to spend periods working part-time
and have career breaks due to caring responsibilities. The resulting gender pay gap
can be found in all countries. Labour market inequalities translate into gender gaps in
pensions and higher poverty rates of women, indicated by IX in Figure 3. Finally,
gender stereotypes, for example, that women become old earlier than men, result in
less demand for women in certain sectors of the labour market. In turn, all of this
translates into women having lower income and consumption than men and thus
worse housing quality, worse health conditions and higher social isolation.

According to a life course perspective, social investment measures should be taken
at earlier stages to better share care and housework, to establish equal opportunities in
the labour market, to live and work in more healthy ways and to alter norms and
values in society about gender, care and work.

Concluding Remarks

Taking the new EU social investment strategy as its starting point this article
demonstrates how current social investment thinking can benefit from adopting a life
course perspective to establish a more coherent framework. The article demonstrates
five reasons for why the life course perspective is a good framework for a social
investment strategy: the perspective allows multidisciplinarity, is sensitive to social
and structural change, addresses population diversity, acknowledges the dynamic
and multi-dimensional nature of social issues and of social investments, and, finally,
has high policy relevance.

Substantively the article has three sets of findings. First, the generational pers-
pective brings out that social investments involve horizontal redistribution over the
life course through policies that enable the productive and reproductive functions that
underpin the generational contract. The chief aims of social investments are thus to
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form, maintain and use human capital and maximise all people’s life chances to get
education, work and families.

Second, the life course perspective on social investments show what policies and
returns are characteristic in connection with different life events, life stages and
transition between stages. However, the life course perspective also focuses attention
to the dynamic and multidimensional nature of social phenomena and social invest-
ments: advantage and disadvantage tend to accumulate over time and social investments
at one point typically affect later policies and returns. The life course perspective points
attention to when which policies may be particular important in preventing, coping or
promoting specific life events, turning points and transitions between life stages.

Third, the life course perspective insists that people’s life trajectories are a result of
human agency and context, both which can be influenced by social investments.
Using gender to illustrate this point in a cross-national comparison, we found that all
European countries need more gender sensitive social investment policies. For
example, male adolescents and young adults have greater difficulties than girls and
young women in the education trajectory. Women do worse than men in work
trajectories. Women live longer, but have more years with bad health than men.

Finally, the analysis shows consistent cross-national differences. On almost all
dimensions of social investment policies the Northern European countries –

Denmark, Germany and the United Kingdom – do better than the Central and
Eastern as well as Southern European countries represented, respectively, by Poland
and Italy. On almost all dimensions on social investment returns the Northern
European countries do better than the Central and Eastern as well as Southern
European countries (the non-trivial exception is longevity). This indicates a positive
relation between social investment policies and returns on the macro-level that
mirrors the positive relation found on the micro-level in many of the studies quoted.

Fortunately, social investment policies often kill two birds with one stone. For
example, more gender equitable sharing of care may boost fathers investment in
children, reduce statistical discrimination of women in the labour market and the care
burden on women. In turn, this may lead to smaller gender gaps in pay and pensions
and better health for both genders.

The social investment strategy is fit to cope with many societal challenges.
Because social investments can address the increased skill demand, less uniform
labour markets and family types, labour supply and health, there is little doubt that all
EU countries will look to social investment to guide their welfare reforms.

It is doubtful, however, that all countries can afford and implement all the
necessary institutional reform on the short and medium term to harvest the returns
on the longer term. Indeed some of the countries most in need of welfare reforms are
worst positioned to undertake reform due to the impact of the recent crisis on these
countries (see contributions in this issue). The new EU social investment strategy is
thus not likely to result in the resurrection of one common European Social Model
from the ashes of the economic crisis.
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