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Abstract 
On October 26th and 27th, 2005, the Round Table on Women’s Economic Security (created by the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women in 2002,) held a conference, “Women, Work and Care: Policy at the Crossroads”, to examine the policies affecting working women and their economic and social well-being.   Four policy areas were discussed: early learning and child care, maternity and parental leave, family-friendly workplaces, and dependent care.  The authors became involved with the conference through a Professional Development class in the Master of Public Administration programme at Dalhousie University.  

Through participation in the conference, the authors were taken aback by the way that policies affect women’s lives, and the fact that the influence of policy on personal decisions often goes unnoticed.  Through conversations with women before and during the conference, the ways in which policy is taken for granted, or thought of as unchangeable was highlighted to the authors.  

The goal of this paper is to further the discussion of policy affecting working women’s lives, to examine the consequences in terms of sustainable families, communities and economies, and to encourage citizen engagement in thinking about and working toward change in these policy areas.  

The paper first examines weaknesses in the policy areas of maternity and parental leave, early learning and child care and family-friendly workplaces, and their implications.  This is followed by an investigation of the ways in which these policies affect the economic and social sustainability of women and their families, communities and economies, and finally an examination of best practices and considerations for future direction.  
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Introduction
This paper was inspired by the authors’ involvement with the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women and participation in the conference “Women, Work and Care: Policy at the Crossroads,” which took place in October 2005 in Halifax, Nova Scotia.  Through participation in this conference the authors were astounded to learn about many of the issues faced by working women and their families.  This experience provided the motivation to further explore many of the social policies that affect working women, and to consider the implications of these policies in terms of sustainability.    

Working women often face enormous pressure related to balancing work and family.  In addition to being employed, many women also find themselves performing the majority of household responsibilities.  According to a study on “The Economic Value of Unpaid Housework and Child Care in Nova Scotia,” women, when compared to men, spend approximately three times as much time on cooking and dish washing, and nearly seven times as much time on laundry and house cleaning.
  In addition to these responsibilities, many women are also the primary caregivers to children and other dependents such as parents, relatives and/or friends with mental or physical disabilities. When support systems are not available, the demands faced by working women can be overwhelming.  Some women experience constant tension as they attempt to choose between work and family, and this reality influences their decision-making.


This paper will argue that current government policy that affects working women and families often does not provide sufficient support, and that this lack of support has negative implications for sustainable families, communities, economies and society as a whole.  This will be achieved by first outlining selected policies related to maternity/parental leave, early childhood education and care, and family friendly workplaces.  A discussion of the weaknesses of these policies and the resulting implications for sustainability will follow.  The paper will conclude with a brief review of best practices for sustainable social policy affecting working women, and will provide suggestions for future direction in this area.            
Maternity/Parental Leave 


The first policy to be evaluated is the federal government eligibility criteria for maternity/parental leave benefits.  Maternity and parental differentiates between benefits to biological mothers and fathers/adoptive parents.  Maternity/parental leave benefits, which are administered by Human Resources Skills Development Canada under the Employment Insurance (EI) program, provide income support on a temporary basis after the adoption or birth of a child.
  


Under the Employment Insurance (EI) Act, a woman is eligible for maternity/parental leave benefits if regular weekly earnings have been decreased by 40% (due to the interruption in earnings caused by the birth or adoption of a child), and provided the woman has 600 insurable hours in the past 52 weeks, or since a last claim.


To understand fully the manner in which maternity/parental leave benefits are administered, it is important to make the distinction among maternity, parental and sickness benefits.  A surrogate or birth mother may receive maternity benefits for a maximum of 15 weeks, while parental benefits may be claimed by one or both parents following the birth or adoption of a child, to a maximum of 35 weeks combined.
  The timeframe for eligibility of receipt of these benefits may vary in instances where a child is hospitalized.
  Sickness benefits may be distributed to a woman if a pregnancy ends during the first 19 weeks of pregnancy, and may be paid up to a maximum of 15 weeks.
  The receipt of any of these benefits is dependent on the eligibility criteria as outlined above.  
If a woman is deemed eligible for maternity/parental benefits, following a two-week waiting period she can receive a combination of benefits, i.e., maternity and parental, for a maximum of 50 weeks, with the amount received being 55% of average insured earnings, to a maximum of $413/week.
    


This policy presents difficulties for many women.  First of all, the current eligibility criterion excludes many women from receiving maternity/parental leave.  Compared to those who are employed on a full-time basis, women who are employed on a part-time, seasonal, or contract basis are less likely to be eligible for benefits.
  This is significant because of those who work between 15 and 35 hours per week, 78% are women.
  

Additionally, because they do not pay into the Employment Insurance program, women who are self-employed are not eligible for maternity leave benefits.
  In 2001, more than three-quarters of a million women, that is, 11.2% of employed women were self-employed.
  This policy obviously poses a great challenge for female entrepreneurs who are starting or considering starting families.  


As the Women’s Network PEI highlights in their interim report “Looking Beyond the Surface: an In-Depth Review of Parental Benefits”:
Certain groups of women are less likely than others to be eligible for benefits, including the most vulnerable and marginalized in our society.  These include new teenaged mothers, who often do not have work experience or lack sufficient hours to qualify for benefits; women with little education who are often not in the workforce full-time and thus are less eligible for benefits, low-income women who are least likely to qualify for EI or to be able to afford to be off work for one year; recent immigrant women, 19% of whom were not able to find employment; and women with disabilities who are less likely to work full-time when employed.
      

Evidently, not all working women can receive maternity leave – those who are self-employed, those who do not have the requisite hours, and those who work in non-traditional work arrangements, i.e., contract work, seasonal, part-time, are often not eligible for benefits.  
Additionally, as previously stated, many women who are vulnerable and economically insecure are placed at a further disadvantage due to their inability to qualify for maternity/parental benefits.  Women who make low wages and yet are eligible for maternity leave benefits may find that the 55% wage replacement is simply not sufficient to be economically viable.  The result is that many women are kept below the poverty line, and therefore do not take advantage of the benefits that are available to them.
 It should be noted that in some cases, low-income families who are in receipt of the Canada Child Tax Benefit may receive the Family Supplement, which increases the replacement rate up 80%.
  In some cases, with the additional costs associated with a new baby, it remains difficult for families in such circumstances to provide adequately for their family.     

Implications 
The result of such a policy is that the experience of women who are employed on a full-time basis with a relatively high salary will be quite different from that of women who are employed in non-traditional work arrangements, and/or those who earn lower incomes.  

One may argue that the current maternity/parental leave policy contributes to what Carl Patton and David Sawicki call intergenerational inequity.  Intergenerational equity, which is one of many forms of equity that Patton and Sawicki use to evaluate policy, refers to the appearance of long-term effects (both positive and/or negative) of a proposed policy or program.
   Lack of supportive policy may have a great influence on a woman/family’s choice to have children, thus affecting future populations.  Furthermore, a woman’s ability to access maternity/parental leave affects not only her health, but also the health of her children and family.
      

Many personal, life-altering decisions made by women may be influenced by policies related to benefit eligibility criteria and distribution.  If they are unable to receive benefits, some women may choose not to have children.  Similarly, women with families, or those considering beginning families may dismiss self-employment as an option.  Due to economic circumstances, other women must return to work after very brief unpaid leave following the birth or adoption of a child.  In fact, 80% of women who are self-employed returned to work within just four weeks of having a baby, in contrast to 16% of employed workers.

These decisions, in turn, impact women’s careers.  For example, the University of Guelph Centre for Families, Work and Well-Being cited many challenges faced by self-employed women who take time away from their business, as is often the case when female entrepreneurs have children.  Challenges identified included: making ends meet and covering operational costs, finding suitable replacements to manage the business during time of absence, loss of clients and market visibility, feelings of exhaustion and inability to concentrate, difficulties in keeping skills up to date, forgoing networking activities, and difficulty finding affordable child care.
  Policy that discourages women from pursuing entrepreneurship is evidently not consistent with the promotion of a strong, sustainable economy.  

Social policy that is designed in this manner can make the task of having children and holding a full-time job a difficult one.  As the preceding discussion has illustrated, maternity/parental leave policy that provides insufficient support can make the birth of a child an experience that brings with it financial hardship, exhaustion, and career difficulties for women employed in non-traditional work arrangements. Given the large number of women currently in the workforce, the results of this policy may indeed be that many women and families choose to have fewer children or none at all.  The result of declining birthrates clearly has adverse effects for economic sustainability, a topic which will be further discussed later in this paper.   
Early Childhood Education and Care 


One of the most hotly debated issues thus far in the most recent election campaign was the provision and access to quality childcare that is affordable.  This is not surprising, since the issue of childcare is important for many reasons.  As the University of Toronto Childcare Resource and Research Unit reports:

A key contributor to the current context for early learning and child care, or early childhood education and care (ECEC), has been keen international interest in it as an important foundation for achieving societal goals.  International organizations including the United Nations, the European Union, and the Organization for Economic Development and Cooperation and Development (OCED) as well as researchers in fields from economics to health promotion have identified ECEC as a fundamental factor in child development, as essential for women’s labour force participation and as a way of supporting equity and social justice.

Under the Canadian constitution, childcare falls primarily under provincial jurisdiction.
  However, as with various programs, such as health care, childcare is shaped by federal government spending, and various provincial/federal agreements have been established.
  Additionally, there are some specific programs that are federally funded, including Military Family Resource Centres, the Child Care Expense Deduction (spending of $545 million for all families with work-related childcare expenses), and the Community Action Programs for Children (spending of $58.5 million aimed at children from 0-6 living in “conditions of risk”).


 Across the country, regulated childcare is provided primarily on a user-fee basis, with financing occurring from different “parent fees, fee subsidies for low income families and some direct funding to programs.”


Accessibility is a major barrier to those seeking childcare.  The number of spaces available in childcare centres is inadequate relative to the demand, and many parents face longs waiting lists when attempting to enroll their children.  Even when/if spaces are increased, access barriers still exist in terms of affordability – many families simply cannot afford the high costs associated with daycare.
  Although subsidized spots are offered, whereby user-fees cannot exceed the amount the parent is able to pay, these are still difficult to access due to high demand.
    


Additionally, there are often questions related to the quality of child care.  Currently, no jurisdiction has requirements of university training for centre staff, and many care arrangements occur outside of regulation in “family child care settings”.
     
Implications 
Lack of accessible, affordable, high quality childcare negatively affects women who wish to participate in the workforce, due to the fact that it is generally women who leave their jobs to provide care in the absence of feasible childcare options.  The Childcare Resource and Research Unit confirms this idea when it states that early childhood education and care is “the ramp that provides equal access to the workforce for mothers.”
  In the absence of accessible childcare, many women cannot engage in training and educational opportunities, and are often forced out of the workforce.
  In some cases, these women often have no choice but to accept employment that is part-time, or to accept employment that provides poor pay; they may even become dependent social assistance and may fall below the poverty line.
  This result obviously does not succeed in encouraging economic sustainability for families.    


Current federal government policy pertaining to early childhood education and care offers little support for working women and their families, as many families remain unable to afford daycare.  Furthermore, given the importance of early learning in a child’s development, intergenerational equity is an important consideration in the evaluation of child care policy.  Research has shown that “high quality, ordinary community chid care programs can promote the development of at-risk children as well as protecting the development of children not deemed to be at risk.”
  It is negligent to pursue sustainable policy without considering the needs of a society’s youngest members.    

In fact, there is evidence to support the impact of a quality childcare structure on the Canadian economy.  As the Gillian Doherty of the Childcare Resource and Research Unit summarizes in the briefing note on “Targeting Early Childhood Care and Education: Myths and Realities”:


A cost/benefit analysis by two University of Toronto economists illustrates that Canada would obtain financial benefit from a universal, publicly funded, high-quality child care system with parent fees geared to income.  The first benefit would accrue through costs not incurred for remedial education or as a result of grade repetition.  The second benefit would result from increased parental employment and the associated increase in government revenue from taxes.  A third benefit would accrue through a more productive workforce both now and in the future with a resultant greater economic growth.
  
 

This research provides an example of how supportive social policy can contribute to economic sustainability.
Family Friendly Workplaces 

The third and final area of focus is the lack of policy related to the assurance of family-friendly workplaces.  The lack of government policy to promote and encourage family-friendly workplaces is a major challenge confronting working women and their families.  While Human Resources Skills Development Canada provide suggestions related to the creation of family friendly work environments and culture change, no definitive policy exists to ensure that such workplaces are provided to all Canadian workers.  Women and men, mothers and fathers, are continuously trying to balance their family and work responsibilities with the result often being that they “feel dissatisfied with the quality of both their work and personal lives.”
 Since employees rely on their salaries in order to care for their families they look “to their workplace to provide some relief, support and practical solutions to their busy and stressful lives.”
  

Implications 

It is very stressful for a parent/caregiver to come to work knowing that she/he is needed at home, however, must attend work or face being reprimanded for absenteeism.  It is even more stressful when one’s employer is not understanding of its’ employees situations.  More and more families have both parents in the workforce which means there is no one at home to care for children.  Additionally, there are more single parent families, with the parent in the workforce, meaning that not only is there no one at home to care for the children, but also, if the parent has to take time off of work in order to provide care, the parent may lose much needed income.  These types of situations can cause much undue stress that can be physically and mentally unhealthy for those who find themselves in such circumstances.  In fact, one report found that “Women forty years of age and older are more likely to report they suffer from workplace stress than younger women and men in general.”


Working women with families tend to bear most of the household responsibilities in general, and older women tend to bear more workplace responsibilities after having moved up the corporate ladder.
  Thus, older women have a heavy workload both at home and in the workplace.  More women of all age groups reported high stress than men of all age groups. More women over forty reported high stress and more frequent workplace conflicts than their younger female counterparts.
 

Among the problems on the rise are marital breakups, debt and credit card problems, as well as an increase in nutritional services due to weight management issues.
  Employees can not concentrate on work-related issues with family issues weighing on their minds.  According to Human Resources Skills Development Canada:

The main issues for people who report high levels on work-life conflict are:

· lack of time;

· low energy levels;

· stress, anxiety and guilt about not being able “to do it all”;

· lack of control over their work and work arrangements; and

· a need for greater work and life satisfaction.
 

If people are able to take care of their home life, they will be happier, more productive workers.  However, currently, the lack of government policy to ensure family-friendly workplaces can affect the decisions that families are making in regards to having children.  
More and more men and women are choosing to work rather than having children, and it can be speculated that lack of supportive policy influences this decision.  Furthermore, women are also choosing to have children later in life in order to become established in their careers so that they are financially able to take time off of work to have a child and then have someone care for the child once she has to return to work. The decision to have a child later in life can be less safe for both a woman and her baby.  

Families and Economic Sustainability 

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to evaluate the relationship between birthrates and social policy, this section will focus on the importance of placing value on the family unit in light of recent demographic trends. The trends to be discussed here, low birthrates, out-migration, and an aging population, are evidence that  policy that provides support for families is relevant to provinces like Nova Scotia  where these issues are particularly sinificant.  

Many families are deciding to have fewer children today than in previous years, if they decide to have any at all.  This fact is confirmed by the publication “Family Matters- Women in Nova Scotia., Part 2 of a Statistical Series” which states: “Fertility rates have decreased dramatically since the baby boom of the 1950s and early 1960s.”  The total fertility rate in 1961 was 3.8 percent, in 1981 it was 1.7 percent, and in 2001 it was 1.5 percent. The total fertility rate has decreased over 40 years by more than half.   
For many years the trend has been for young, educated Canadians to migrate from the Atlantic Provinces to the Western, “richer”, provinces. This trend, however, is changing and now many young, educated Canadians from all provinces and territories, are not only heading west, but increasingly they are heading for the United States in pursuit of careers that are offering more money and incentives than Canadian workplaces. This trend has negative implications for not only the labour force in Atlantic Canada, but also for the family.  As a result of this trend, fewer younger families are staying in the region.  

In addition to this issue, today’s population is living longer:

The population of the province, as with the rest of North America, is aging. Nova Scotians are living longer today than ever before, close to 20 years longer than Nova Scotians who were born in the early part of the 20th century. The “baby boomers”…are getting older and, as a result, the proportion of seniors in the province is expected to increase dramatically from 13 percent in 1999 to close to 25 percent by 2026.
  

With more seniors living longer, families having fewer children, and a greater number of young families leaving the area,  eventually the number of seniors will be greater than the number of children in Nova Scotia.  If such trends continue, many consequences can be expected:

Such significant demographic changes can be expected to affect most facets of our lives. Demands on programs or services for seniors such as pension plans, health care, and in-home support will increase dramatically. With fewer children being born, there will be fewer children entering schools and fewer young adults entering the workforce to take the place of retiring baby boomers.
 

Additionally, an aging population places increased demand on pension plans and the health care system, and few working age people translate into less tax revenue.  This combination can make economic sustainability a challenge.   
To help alleviate the problems mentioned above there is a need for social policies that support an infrastructure aimed at families being able to have more children. To make having a larger family easier on Canadians, appropriate policies need to be developed in the areas of maternity and parental leave. Women who are self-employed should be provided with the same benefits as those women who are not self-employed. A longer leave from work would also prove beneficial, allowing parents and their children to create a healthy bond before the parent must return to work. Parents also need to be reassured that when their children are at an age to attend day-care that there will be a spot available. Better policies must be created in regards to early childhood education and care. The lack of any government policy on family-friendly workplaces needs to be rectified. There needs to be mandatory workplace policies that allow employees to put their families first. Allowing employees to do so will make them happier and more productive. To neglect the importance of social policy in the quest for sustainable economic policy would be unfortunate.  The demographic trends highlighted indicate that supportive strategy needs to be undertaken.  Government at all levels should take into consideration policies that affect working women and their families when looking at issues of community and economic sustainability.    
Families and Social Policy 

Since the Second World War there have been widespread changes to the vision of the typical family.  The notion of two-parent, single-earner families with small children whose habitations were separate from the workplace exist in fewer homes today than in previous decades.  Canadian families are changing; no longer do they adhere to any specific stereotype.   According to Statistics Canada, children between the ages of 0 and 14 are increasingly less likely to be raised in a home with two married parents.  In 2001, the percentage of children in this age range whose parents were married was 68%, while those who were in a family with common law parents was 13%, and those who did not live with both parents was 19%.  At the same time, family size has changed dramatically since the middle of the last century.  In 1961, 16% of families were made up of 6 or more people, while in 2002 this number dropped to 2.6%.  Similarly, in the 1950s, 20% of children had 5 or more siblings while in 1991 that number decreased to less than 1%.  2001, Canadian families had an average of 1.1 children.  While the number of families with two parents at the head remains high (75% in 2001), Statistics Canada points out that one parent families are becoming gradually more prevalent.  Parents are also aging.  In 1980, the average age of men who became fathers for the first time was 28.5, while in 2000 the age had increased to 34.3.  Likewise, women in 1980 were most likely to give birth for the first time around the age of 25.9.
  In 2000 this age increased to 31.7.  This data represents more than merely numbers.  Essentially the family unit in Canada has transformed during the last few decades.   

The change in the structure of the family means the changing needs of families with children.  As Jane Jenson argues, families with children face greater social risks than childless families because of the increasing cost of raising children.
  As mentioned, there are changes in the family structure, accompanied by the declining rates of fertility.  Women are waiting longer to have children for reasons often to do with economic and social pressures.  The idea is that, while parents strive to have a work-life balance, based on the individual decision to enter the workforce, there is increasing need for government intervention and support for families with children.   The following section will outline some of the implications of current policy on families with children, and discuss some possibilities for change.  

The choices a woman makes with regard to having children are directly affected, whether she realizes it or not, by policy. Women who decide to “have it all” by entering the workforce – whether she is part of a two-parent, two-earner family, or a lone-parent family are growing in numbers.  Jane Jenson cites that women’s labour force participation in Canada is up 39% since 1941.
  Specifically in Nova Scotia, women’s participation in the paid labour force has increased from 35.9% in 1976 to 53.2% in 2003.
  Of course, many social changes have taken place over the last number of decades which have made women’s choice to enter the workforce easier.  At the same time, however, policy is making it less of a decision for women and more of a move of economic necessity.  Increasing economic pressures, even on two-earner families, means that couples are having fewer children than desired. The logic implies that in order to best care for a child, including future university costs, healthcare costs, and the like, parents are choosing to have less children. Families with children, faced with the cost of raising children, face greater risks than families without children. As Jenson argues, there is a “growing disjuncture between existing social policy and evolving families and labour markets.”
 It is evident that social policy and infrastructure often do not support or value the family.  

Jane Jacobs argues that the nuclear family, what she calls “a biological unit”, stands, as it has for centuries, as the centre unit of our culture and functions as a household, a microscopic economic unit.  Though, as mentioned, the makeup of this unit has changed, the family unit remains a crucial element to the fabric of society. While this is true, Jacobs argues that “the family…the foundation of society…as an institution, is currently in grave trouble.”
  She argues that the economic situation of today’s society presents an enormous challenge to the modern family.  Jacobs cites statistics that illustrate dramatic differences between the economic situations of a family in earlier decades as compared today.  By the 1970s, she argues “It took only two people to produce children, but on average two by themselves could no longer afford to purchase or rent shelter for them.”
  In today’s society, it is virtually impossible for two parents, let alone a single parent, to satisfy the economic needs of a household.  

At the same time, economic decisions are not the only ones a family with children faces.  Perhaps the need to create a healthy work-life balance which provides for effective parenting is more important.  One of the most striking elements in the issue of sustainability is the lack of discussion about social policy.  The mere thought of the term of sustainability conjures images of economics, the environment, and the like.  However, at the heart of all of this, and as Jane Jacobs argues at the heart of our societal culture, stands the family.  While politicians of late have been bickering over the need for a national child care system, the Vanier Institute of the Family has found that child care outside of the home is actually low on the priority list of Canadians when asked how they would prefer to care for their children.  Ideally, they found, Canadians would prefer to have their partner care for their children, followed by various relatives.  At the bottom of the list of five was a child care centre.
    This ideal, unfortunately, is far from the reality where one parent’s salary is rarely, if ever, enough to support a whole family of dependents.  Of course families would like to stay home and care for their children, but as many parents realize, economic necessity makes it impossible. The problem with two earners however, is that for working parents, current policy creates the struggle for parents to balance their work lives as well as caring for their children.  As Jane Jenson has written, “not only must parents earn enough for their families; they must also ensure that they can care enough for them.”


 Jenson outlines three interconnected, yet autonomous, conditions for positive child development within the changing structure of the family.   The first, adequate outcome recognizes the higher costs of raising children.  Jenson argues that although most income would come from participation in the labour force, there is also the need for government to provide adequate transfer payments in the form of child benefits, social assistance, and in-work benefits.  The second condition focuses on effective parenting.  Jenson argues that although caring for children, and thus ensuring their well-being, is primarily a family’s responsibility, there is also a shared responsibility for Canada as a whole to invest in its children.  This condition requires that access to affordable, effective, and quality non-parental child care be available for children. Family leaves and parental benefits are also a key issue here. Allowing parents the necessary bonding time with their children in the early years of their development is crucial for a child’s well-being.  The third condition, not unrelated to the previous two, is the need for supportive communities for both parents and services.  Such projects as community mobilization, recreation services and family support centres are only a few of the options for making communities more family-friendly.
  Finding the best mix of these conditions, could arguably support the sustainability of families and their economic and social well-being.   

Best Practices & Recommendations   

Recommendations abound from many sources on ways to improve current policy affecting working women and families.  Women’s Network PEI has conducted extensive research in this area and proposes, among other recommendations, that self-employed women should have the option of paying into the EI program, thus making them eligible for maternity/parental leave benefits – an action that would allow approximately 12% more women access to such benefits.
  This would be similar to the approach of countries including Sweden, Italy, France, Norway, Finland and Luxembourg where maternity and parental benefits are extended to the self-employed.
  In the Spring of 2005, following negotiations with the federal government, the Quebec provincial government reached a deal that will get rid of the two week waiting period, enable longer leave and higher benefits, and extend benefits to those who are self-employed.
  

As recent election campaign rhetoric has highlighted, childcare reform is important to many Canadians.  Debate has centered around approaches to deal with the current deficiencies in the childcare system.  The commitment and attention from all parties illustrates the importance of the issue.  Regardless of election promises, the general consensus is that Canadians need childcare that is affordable, accessible, and of high quality.  Again, recent reform in Quebec may provide insight for other provinces, or for a national strategy.      

Finally, in the area of family friendly workplaces there is much work to be done in the area of cultural change and the promotion of work environments that provide support to employees with families.  While individual employers need to take action in this area, leadership from government would be beneficial. Overall there needs to be more value placed on the family unit.   

Citizen Engagement 

In order to ensure the creation of social policy that promotes sustainability, it is important to encourage citizen engagement in the policy development process.  This idea was highlighted to the authors by participation in the previously referred to conference “Women, Work and Care: Policy at the Crossroads.”  This conference provided an opportunity for women and men to explore the link between public policy and the circumstances faced by many working women and their families.  The conference provided an invaluable opportunity for education, awareness-raising, networking and discussion.  Such events help citizens to better understand the effects of public policy on their decision-making, and on their lives in general.  Creating awareness is a crucial component in the creation of supportive, progressive policy.  In addition, informed citizens can provide meaningful contributions when public consultation is a part of the policy-making process.      

Organizations such as the Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women play a significant role in the endorsement of citizen engagement.  Through their education and awareness-raising efforts, citizens are better informed about how policy shapes their lives.  It is this awareness that ultimately motivates questioning, demands for accountability, and movement towards change.      
Conclusion 
This paper, through the examination of selected social policies that affect working women and their families, has examined the connection between supportive social policy and sustainable families, communities and economies.  As Jane Jenson states “economic development depends on social development.”
  Jenson states:  


Our economy requires social politics that are able to:

· Generate “human capital”

· Supplement the incomes of those who have a job but do not earn enough to meet their family’s needs.

· Ensure that care is available, in new economic and family situations.

Jenson supports these ideas by pointing to several key facts.  While employment rates in Canada are high, earning a sufficient income often requires that both parents in a family work.
  This reality means that single earner families often face financial difficulties, and that two earner families often face difficulties related to the provision of care for children and other dependents.
  Jenson’s work affirms the idea that the development of supportive policies in the areas of maternity/parental leave, childcare and family friendly workplaces help to contribute to economic sustainability, as well as more stable families.      


This paper has identified several potential implications of unsupportive social policy in the areas of maternity/parental leave, early learning and childcare, and family friendly workplaces.  These implications may include: increased poverty levels, impacts on early learning and child development, challenges for women seeking careers (particularly female entrepreneurs and those in non-traditional work arrangements), influence on women/family’s decisions to have children, and general stress for working women and their families.  Each of these implications, in turn, has real effects on the sustainability of families, communities and economies.  


To truly address issues of sustainability, governments at all levels must not neglect the importance of sound social policy.  As this paper has shown, policy that supports women and families plays a key role in this process.  Of equal importance is the engagement of citizens in the policy-making process - awareness and engagement are paramount in the successful creation of policy that supports our women, families, communities and economies.  

APPENDIX 1

Taken From: The Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, “Family Matters- Women in Nova Scotia., Part 2 of a Statistical Series”, May 2004.p.11.
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In 1971, 30.9 percent of families in Nova Scotia were comprised of two
persons. By 1996, two-person families made up 44.4 percent of all Nova
Scotian families.

In 1971, 16.2 percent of families in Nova Scotia were comprised of six or
more persons. By 1996, families with 6 or more members made up only
2.2 percent of all Nova Scotian families.




APPENDIX 2

Taken from:  The Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, “Family Matters- Women in Nova Scotia., Part 2 of a Statistical Series”, May 2004.p.5

[image: image2.jpg]The Nova Scotia population is aging.

1921

mmales e

85-89
80-84
75-79
70-74
65-69
60-64
55-59
50-54
45-49
40-44
35-39
30-34
25-29
20-24
15-19
10-14

5-09

0-04

50 40 30 20 10 0 10 20 30 40 50 50 40 30 20 10 0 10 20 30 40 50
Thousands Thousands

2026

90+ W
85-89

80-84
75-79
70-74
65-69
60-64
55-59
50-54
45-49
40-44
35-39
30-34
25-29
20-24
15-19
10-14

5-09

0-04

50 40 30 20 10 0 10 20 30 40 50 50 40 30 20 10 0 10 20 30 40 50
Thousands Thousands

<3

< As with the rest of North America, Nova Scotia’s population is aging. The oldest
of the “baby boomers” are now approaching retirement.

-« In 1999, 13.2% of the population of Nova Scotia was aged 65 and over. By the
year 2026, close to one quarter (24.5%) of the population will be aged 65 +.




APPENDIX 3:

Taken from: The Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, “Family Matters- Women in Nova Scotia., Part 2 of a Statistical Series”, May 2004.p.15
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< In 1961, there were four times as many children in Nova Scotia as there
were seniors.

< In 1999, there were only 1.4 times as many children as seniors.

< If current demographic trends continue, by 2026, there will be 1.9 times as
many seniors as there are children in Nova Scotia.

< As a result of these trends, there will be fewer children entering schools
and fewer young adults entering the labour force. There will also be
greater numbers of workers reaching retirement age and leaving the
labour force.
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