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Research puzzle

‘Policy change’ = core theme of comparative family policy, aiming to capture the 
complexity of policy dynamics within diverse environments

factors influencing family policies have been explicitly explored: e.g. socio-economic (Seeleib-Kaser 

& Toivonen, 2011); political factors & partisan politics (Fleckenstein, 2011; Giuliani, 2021); ideational 
factors (Gülzau, 2020); policy transfer & policy diffusion processes (Blum, 2014; Windwehr et al., 2021)

BUT LESS CLEAR
What ‘policy change’ is?
What processes and dimensions of change it may include?
How these processes & dimensions can be operationalised and measured?



Aim & approach

Explore conceptualisations, measurements & explanations of ‘policy change’ 
in comparative family policy

A qualitative systematic review using the PRISMA method (Preferred Reporting 

Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses; see Page et al., 2021)

Web of Science articles published 2003-2023, explicitly directed at 
investigating family policy change

Family policy = here: policy that is focused on work-family issues (e.g., 
‘childcare policy’, work-care policy’, but excluding flexible working arrangements)



Source: Page et al., 2020

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Records identified from*: 
Databases (n = 312) 

Records removed before 
screening: 0 

 

Records screened 
(n = 312) 

Records excluded** 
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Articles sought for retrieval 
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Articles assessed for eligibility 
(n = 104) Articles excluded: 

Articles not fulfilling eligibility 
condition of investigating 
family policy change (n = 3) 

Articles included in review 
(n = 101) 

Identification of studies via the WoS database 

PRISMA flow 
diagramme



Search protocol & 
coding scheme

Search protocol

− Time span: 2003-March 2024

− Web of Science Core Collection

− Topic search (i.e.: searches title, 

abstract, and author keywords)

− Only English language publications 

+ only articles (incl. early access)

− SSCI and ESCI 



How intense has the academic debate about family 
policy change been?



Policy fields in the focus?



Where has the debate taken place?



Which countries/regions have been studied?



Conceptualisation of family policy change

Conceptualisation explicit in half of the articles (50 out of 101)

Only a few (5) give explicit definitions of '(family) policy change' (e.g. Kuebler, 2007, 
based on Advocacy Coalition Framework)

Most concepts rely on general public policy and institutionalist literature (e.g. paradigm 
change, forms of institutional change...)

Another larger group uses family-policy-specific concepts of change (esp. familialisation 
and de-familialisation) 



Operationalisation explicitness & ‘measures’?
Operationalisation explicit in ¼ of the articles: more explicit as the number of cases increases (+ 
policy indicators used more – scope vs eligibility; rarely: policy indices); but large-N less explicit in 
conceptualisation

Policy design features: smaller studies (mostly in combination with family-policy-specific concepts)

Policy adoption & social expenditure and outcome data rarely used (vs. social expenditures as 

‘inadequate proxy for the development of social rights’, Clasen & Clegg, 2007: 168)

Policy ideas: smaller studies (often case studies), more prominent in the last decade (processes behind 

reforms, actors’ position, reforms framing, discourses surrounding reforms, but also in explanatory function)



Theories used to explain ‘family policy change’

Majority of articles also have explanatory ambition (63 out of 101)

Almost all of them (but not all!) then also include theorisation, while articles without explanatory 
aim also include explicit theory (in particular ideational ones)

Most frequent explanatory factors are actors, followed by ideas, and institutions – yet more 
often than not, explanatory factors are combined and analysed in their interaction

Especially socio-economic factors alone are not sufficient conditions for policy change



Conclusion 

Over time: without a significant change in the use of concepts (e.g. newer concepts 
such as policy density/intensity did not travel to FP; policy process theories rarely used), but 
there is 

some refinement of policy measurement

some indication of a 'new generation' of politics-oriented theorisation, while 
conceptualisation could profit from taking up new advancements in public policy research

Acknowledging the limitations of the systematic review, we hope it can provide a point of 
orientation for future research on family policy change

Other ideas? Questions?

Thank you!
We look forward to the discussion!
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