
6 Old Assumptions, New Realities

When the SSA passed, it seemed reasonable to expect that the employ-
ment earnings and benefits of a male breadwinner would support a family
and the household labor of wives, and mothers would support full-time
workers. But even in the 1930s this assumption did not hold for all families.

The economics and organization of work and family life have changed
dramatically since the 1930s. Low-skill adults, whether male or female, find
it difficult to earn enough to support a family. Labor-force participation by
prime-working-age women (from twenty-five to fifty-four) more than dou-
bled between 1948 and 1995 before leveling off, while the participation rate
for prime-working-age men has gradually declined (figure 1.1). Most women,
including those raising children, now work, and their earnings have slowly
converged with men’s (figures 1.1 and 1.2). As women have shifted their labor
from the home to the market, families have scrambled to replace lost hours
of caregiving and domestic labor (see Heymann and Earle, chapter 6, this vol-
ume). Care of dependent family members is increasingly outsourced from the
nuclear family to other providers of child care, afterschool care, and elder care.

Changing Family Patterns
When the SSA was passed, most nuclear families remained together and were able
to pool income and share caregiving across the lifecycle.
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FIGURE 1.1 Labor-Force Participation Rate for Men and Women,
Age 25 to 54, and Mothers, 1948 to 2005
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Old Assumptions, New Realities 7

Patterns of family formation have changed substantially over the decades,
with significant consequences for the ability of nuclear and extended fami-
lies to ensure the economic security of all members. The marriage rate
has fallen (figure 1.3). The divorce rate tripled between 1930 and 1980. It has
since declined, but about half of all marriages now end in divorce. Since 1950
the rate of nonmarital childbearing has more than tripled and the percentage
of all births by unmarried women has risen tenfold, to almost 40 percent
of all births. These changes have greatly increased economic risk for the
one half of children born today who can expect to spend at least part of
their childhood with a single parent (figures 1.4 and 1.5). Remarriage, cohab-
itation, and having children with multiple partners are far more common
than in the thirties, a circumstance that has created new, more complex
living, parenting, and economic arrangements.

Young adults spend more years preparing for their careers, and marry
and have children at much later ages (Furstenberg 2010). One conse-
quence is that the economic burden of supporting children has risen for
more and more parents. Older adults, enjoying much higher incomes than
their counterparts in the mid-twentieth century, are more likely to live
apart from their adult children. Their greater independence has meant
they provide less caregiving labor within the family—and they receive less
caregiving from the family.
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8 Old Assumptions, New Realities
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on U.S. Census Bureau (N.d.; 1950, table 64; 1970, 
table 75; 2000, table 144, and 2010, table 126).
Note: Rates for men and women age fifteen and older show similar trends, but are only 
available through 1993.
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Ventura and Bachrach (2000) (data for 1940 to 1990) 
and Hamilton, Martin, and Ventura (2007) (data for 2000 to 2006).
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Old Assumptions, New Realities 9

Changing Employment Patterns
When the SSA was passed, individuals expected to have stable and continuous
employment throughout their working years.

The original SSA programs were designed to provide insurance against
specific lifecycle risks to earnings—old age, widowhood, and, later, 
disability—for adults who were otherwise stably employed, often with
a single employer throughout their working years. The economy of the
twenty-first century provides new opportunities and creates forms of risk
that would have been impossible to foresee seventy-five years ago. In recent
decades, although we have seen historically high employment rates, volun-
tary and involuntary employment transitions have grown, job tenure has
substantially fallen (Farber 2007) and family incomes have become increas-
ingly volatile (Hacker 2008; Hacker, chapter 2, this volume). As the share of
workers in nontraditional job arrangements—including contingent and tem-
porary positions—has grown, the likelihood of disruptions in employment
and earnings has grown as well.

Who Pays for Retirement and Health Insurance?
When SSA was passed, employment was expected to be the primary mechanism
for securing health and retirement benefits.
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Old Assumptions, New Realities 11

because of increases in their hours of employment; less-educated women have
gained the least (Blank, Danziger, and Schoeni 2006). Figure 1.7 portrays the
increase in income inequality. The share of income received by families in the
lowest 20 percent of the income distribution has fallen in comparison to 1947
and, especially, to the 1970s. Conversely the income shares of the highest 20
percent and top 5 percent are well above their levels from 1947 through the
mid-1980s. Wealth (as opposed to income) inequality has also increased.
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2010b).
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12 Old Assumptions, New Realities

In the mid-twentieth century, unions’ success in securing greater job
security, higher wages, and employer-provided benefits for working-class
and middle-class families helped create high expectations for work and
economic security, and also played a key role in meeting them. To the
extent that those expectations were predicated on the continuing strength
of unions, labor-market realities gradually but steadily undercut them.
Union membership declined from about 35 percent of private-sector wage
and salary workers in the period from 1940 to 1959, to less than 8 percent
in 2010 (see figure 1.8).

Changing Demographics
When the SSA was passed, the U.S. population was distributed in an age pyramid
with a small dependency ratio: a large working-age population was available to
support a small elderly population.

Dramatic increases in life expectancy that were impossible to foresee in
the 1930s, coupled with declines in fertility, have steadily increased the
share of population age sixty-five and over; at 6.8 percent in 1940, in 2000 it
was 12.4 percent.2 The U.S. Census Bureau (2005) projects the share to
exceed 16 percent by 2020. Such growth, particularly among the “oldest
old” who are in frail and declining health, is rapidly increasing the demand
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2010b).
a The income share of each group is set to 100 in 1947. The value for year T is the ratio 
of the income share in T to the share in 1947, multiplied by 100.
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Old Assumptions, New Realities 13

for health and caregiving services both within and beyond the family. The
increase in demand for long-term care, currently provided for most seniors
by family members or through privately financed nursing home arrange-
ments, is creating heavy burdens on many working-age families’ time and
economic resources.

The rising proportion of elders in the population is placing ever
greater financial demands on Social Security and Medicare. Burgeoning
costs of these two core welfare state programs, coupled with large fed-
eral deficits, pose fiscal threats to the expansion of publicly supported
child care, family leave, workforce development programs, asset build-
ing programs, and other programs that enhance economic security for
working-age families. The crucial exception is the comprehensive health-
care reform of 2010, which seeks to expand health coverage available to
working-age families. It also seeks to rein in Medicare costs, which
would free up funds for other social programs and for debt reduction.
Whether the reform accomplishes either or both of these goals remains
to be seen.

Unforeseen Groups at Risk for Poverty
When the SSA was passed, economic insecurity among the working-age popula-
tion was expected to wither away, and long-term poverty among the aged was seen
as the major poverty problem.
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14 Old Assumptions, New Realities

The legislation approved in 1935 and 1939 focused on risks to elders’
income from retirement and widowhood. Over time, provisions were made
for other forms of risk, including permanent disability and health care for
the elderly and very poor. These incremental changes built directly on the
1935 legislation and produced a rapid decline in poverty among the elderly.3

They did little to affect the factors that place working-age individuals and
their children at risk of poverty, including long-term joblessness, low
wages, divorce, and single parenthood. Social policy reforms in the 1960s
and 1990s focused attention on the effects of family poverty, but did not
substantially reduce it.

Since 1974 the official poverty rate for the elderly has dropped well below
that of children, and poverty among both children and working-age adults
remains stubbornly high (figure 1.9). The poverty and economic insecurity
created by low earnings is compounded by the structure and paucity of
America’s public income support, health, employment, and other social ben-
efits for working-age adults and their children, as compared to support struc-
tures in most comparably rich countries (Rainwater and Smeeding 2003).

Increased Diversity of Population Receiving Benefits
When the SSA was passed, restrictive policies limited the diversity of claimants
for social benefits.

Through policy design and administrative practices, the initial benefits
of the Social Security Act flowed disproportionately to U.S.-born citizens
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Source: Authors’ calculations based on U.S. Census Bureau (2009b, table B-2.)
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40 Old Assumptions, New Realities

spending or a combination of the two. The ESI, available from 1985 through
2007 (with projections for 2008 and 2009) shows that economic insecurity
has increased substantially over the last quarter century (see figure 2.1). In
1985, 12 percent of Americans experienced a major economic loss sufficient
to classify them as insecure in the ESI. During the recession of the early
2000s, this had risen to 17 percent, and projections suggest that in 2009 the
level of economic insecurity experienced by Americans was greater than at
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Source:  Author’s compilation based on Hacker et al. (2010).
a The “insecure” are those whose available household income declines by at least 
25 percent from one year to the next (after adjusting for inflation), as a result of a 
decline in household income or an increase in out-of-pocket medical spending, and who 
lack an adequate financial safety net. Thus an individual is considered insecure if the 
sum of the increase in medical expenditures and lost annual income totals at least 
25 percent of his or her previous year’s available income. Household income includes all 
private and government sources of income, including the estimated income value of 
defined-contribution retirement accounts, such as 401(k)s, for households with heads 
age sixty or older. Household income is adjusted to reflect the economies of scale of 
pooling household resources and expenses. Household income is also reduced by the 
amount needed to pay off liquid financial debts when net financial wealth is negative. 
Individuals with adequate holdings of liquid financial wealth are not treated as insecure 
even when they experience 25 percent or higher income losses. We define “adequate” as 
enough liquid financial wealth to compensate for the lost income until typical recovery 
to pre-drop income or for six years, whatever comes first. Those entering retirement 
are also excluded from the count of the insecure, even if available household income 
declines by 25 percent or more concurrent with retirement; once retired, however, they 
are counted as insecure when they experience such declines. 
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Working Families at Risk 45

THE POLITICAL CHALLENGE

Growing economic insecurity is often viewed as an issue independent of
politics. Yet it is deeply related to a series of fundamental changes in the
American political system over the last generation that have pushed toward
the restriction of government efforts to deal with growing inequality and
increasing risk of economic loss (Hacker and Pierson 2010). The most fun-
damental of these shifts is the one that we most frequently take for granted:
the rise of an aggressive, well-organized, and politically powerful conserva-
tive movement. The Republican Party suffered such serious losses at the
polls (and in opinion polls) in 2006 and 2008 that it is difficult to remember
just how powerful they became during the thirty years in which economic
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www.cbo.gov/publications/collections/tax/2009/average_after-tax_income.xls; 
accessed on January 1, 2010).
a Income includes wages, salaries, self-employment income, rents, taxable and non-
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62 Old Assumptions, New Realities

these expenses must be accounted for when tallying up the bill for new poli-
cies, as should the huge drain that our current system imposes when peo-
ple do not change jobs, do not have kids, do not invest in new skills because
they fear the downside risks. And we should not forget that the United
States already spends as much as many European nations on social bene-
fits; we just do so in a way that is enormously wasteful, inefficient, and inca-
pable of providing economic security to those who most need it.
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a The “insecure” are those whose available household income declines by at least 
25 percent from one year to the next (after adjusting for inflation), as a result of a 
decline in household income or an increase in out-of-pocket medical spending, and 
who lack an adequate financial safety net. Thus an individual is considered insecure if 
the sum of the increase in medical expenditures and lost annual income total at least 
25 percent of his or her previous year’s available income. Household income includes all 
private and government sources of income, including the estimated income value of 
defined-contribution retirement accounts, such as 401(k)s, for households with heads 
age sixty or older. Household income is adjusted to reflect the economies of scale of 
pooling household resources and expenses. Household income is also reduced by the 
amount needed to pay off liquid financial debts when net financial wealth is negative. 
(All income is adjusted for inflation and expressed in 2009 dollars.) Individuals with 
adequate holdings of liquid financial wealth are not treated as insecure even when they 
experience 25 percent or higher income losses. We define “adequate” as enough liquid 
financial wealth to compensate for the lost income until typical recovery to pre-drop 
income or for six years, whatever comes first. Those entering retirement are also 
excluded from the count of the insecure, even if available household income declines by 
25 percent or more concurrent with retirement; once retired, however, they are counted 
as insecure when they experience such declines. 
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44 Old Assumptions, New Realities

from $41,900 to $52,100 between 1979 and 2006—a gain of 21 percent
(Congressional Budget Office 2009). The average after-tax incomes of the
richest 1 percent of households rose from just over $337,100 a year to more
than $1.2 million over the same period—an increase of more than 250 per-
cent. Put another way, more than a third (36 percent) of total economic
gains over the 1979-to-2006 period accrued to the richest 1 percent of
households. By contrast, only 8 percent were received by the middle fifth.
And recall that most of the income gains of middle-class families are due to
the fact that family members are working more hours, not to higher pay.
The risk-reward trade-off looks more like a risk-reward rip-off.

TABLE 2.1 Prevalence of Reported Worry About Economic Risks,
Spring 2009

Reported Prevalence, by Intensity of Worry

Very Fairly Slightly Not At All 
Domains of Risk Worried Worried Worried Worried

Overall economic security 24.3% 28.5% 35.7% 11.5%

Employment
Keeping or finding a job 19.2 19.7 30.7 30.5

Wealth and housing
Keeping up with housing 12.4 11.6 25.0 55.0
payments

Getting out of debt 20.6 18.6 25.4 35.4
Adequate retirement income 30.1 24.1 25.7 20.0
Nursing home costs in 11.5 15.5 32.5 40.5
retirement

Medical insurance
Out-of-pocket medical costs 19.0 22.1 34.6 24.3
Losing health insurance 17.3 16.7 31.1 35.0
Cost of insurance premiums 19.9 22.4 35.8 21.9

Familial responsibilities
Helping out family financially 11.6 20.0 38.4 30.0
Losing one’s spouse or 21.8 17.7 27.2 33.3
partner

Source: Author’s compilation based on American National Election Studies (2008–2009).
Note: 2008 to 2009 Panel Study, wave 15, comprising U.S. citizens in the general population
age eighteen or older as of November 2008, fielded between March 11 and April 9, 2009.
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Who are the people whose earnings fall below our $11-per-hour standard,
and where do they work? Answering these questions will help us think about
policy and how to meet the challenges. Table 4.1 provides some initial clues.

It is not surprising to learn that women and nonwhites face a greater like-
lihood than white men of holding a below-standard job, since these are the
groups that have long faced discrimination in the job market and difficulty
in penetrating into the best jobs. It is also not surprising to learn that
better-educated people have better jobs. Indeed, the effect is dramatic: the
chances of holding a substandard job are nearly 60 percent for high school
dropouts and under 10 percent for college graduates.

The importance of the organizational characteristics of the job itself is
obvious in the last several lines of the table. Government employment is
much less likely to be below standard than is private-sector work. If the
work is covered by a union contract the chances the job will be below stan-
dard fall dramatically. Finally, those with part-time jobs (less than thirty-five
hours a week) are clearly disadvantaged. There are reasonable arguments
that on average, part-time work should pay less than full-time (for example,

TABLE 4.1 Percentage Below Two Thirds of Median Wage in 2007,
for Various Groups

All 24.0%
Men 18.9
Women 29.6

High school dropout 59.5
High school diploma 34.0
Some college 22.0
College degree 8.2

White 22.8
African American 33.4
Hispanic 44.1

Government employment 13.3
Private for-profit employment 27.1

Employment covered by union contract 8.5

Full-time employment 20.0
Part-time employment 49.2

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from U.S. Census Bureau (2007).
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106 Old Assumptions, New Realities

there are less opportunities for on-the-job training in part-time work),
but there are no good reasons for part-time work to fall below our basic
standard for decent employment.

There also are wide variations across industries. At the extremes, only 
8 percent of jobs in professional services fall below the standard, whereas 
70 percent of jobs in the food and drink service industries (restaurants and
bars) do. Predictably, the industries that are most likely to offer below-
standard jobs are retail, restaurants and bars, personal services, and hotels.
It is striking that nearly a third of all below-standard jobs are concentrated
in just two industries, retail trade and food and drink service, and that if we
add health services and manufacturing to the list we are up to half of the bad
jobs. Clearly understanding the characteristics of particular industries must
be part of any strategy to improve the low-wage labor market.

A final key question is the relationship between firm size and below-
standard work. The risk of working for wages below the standard is much
higher in small than in large firms. Forty percent of employees in the small-
est firms are below the standard, while the figure is less than half that in the
largest firms. As the third column of table 4.2 shows, over half of all employ-
ees are in very large firms whereas only about 20 percent are in the small-
est. Again, however, the rate of risk has to be combined with the size of the
risk pool in order to see where the most people in difficulty are located. The
middle column shows that although a third of below-standard workers are
in the smallest firms, a bit more than that are in the very largest. Put differ-
ently, it is clear that any overall strategy must be prepared to address
the special difficulties facing small employers, but this does not mean that
large enterprises are off the hook.

TABLE 4.2 Company Size and Below-Standard Wagesa

Company Size Percentage of Distribution of
(By Number Employees Paid Workers Paid Distribution
of Employees) Below Standard Below Standard of All Employees

Fewer than 25 40.1% 33.1% 20.5%
25 to 99 27.9 15.4 13.6
100 to 499 22.3 13.6 15.1
More than 500 18.4 37.7 50.6
Total 100 100

Source: Author’s compilation based on data from U.S. Census Bureau (2007).
Note: Data are for civilian wage and salary employees between the ages of 25 and 64.
aAn hourly wage of $11 (in 2007 dollars) or less is below standard.
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An important distinction between policy options is what might be termed
“standard setting” on the one hand and “technical assistance” or “program-
matic interventions” on the other. Examples of the former include union-
ization, minimum- and living-wage legislation, and community-benefit
agreements. Examples of the latter are sectoral training programs, labor-
market intermediaries, and variants of manufacturing extension services.

A second useful distinction is between interventions aimed at improv-
ing the quality of existing jobs (“making bad jobs good”) and interventions
aimed at creating, or retaining, more good jobs. Examples of the first set
of policies are efforts to raise the wages or to create job ladders in the exist-
ing job base—for example, in the retail, health, or hospitality industries.
Examples of the second category are economic development programs that
use labor-market tools to attract good jobs or to assist existing firms in
competing more effectively and hence maintain the base of good jobs that
already exist.

Table 4.3 shows possible policy levers in terms of these distinctions. The
distinctions in this chart are to some extent arbitrary, but they do represent
a useful way of thinking about the universe of policy interventions on the
demand side. There are also opportunities for fruitful interactions across
the different boxes. For example, when tax incentives are restricted to jobs
above a certain quality threshold, it makes sense to provide programmatic
assistance to firms to enable them to meet the standards.

Programmatic Options That Work with Firms
Some programs that work with firms aim to redesign jobs to create career
ladders or to enlarge the content of existing jobs. These strategies imply

TABLE 4.3 Policy Choices
Goal Standard Setting Programmatic

Make bad 
jobs good

Create more 
good jobs

• Minimum wage
• Living wages
• Unionization

• Community benefit 
agreements

• Managed tax incentive

• Career ladders
• Intermediaries
• Sectoral programs

• Extension services
• Sectoral programs
• Consortia or partnerships

under business or union 
auspices

Source: Author’s compilation.
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FIGURE 6.1 Average Length of School Term, 1870 to 2006, in Days

longer care for themselves? What happens to children when parents must
work evenings and nights? The U.S. federal government did nothing to
ensure that all Americans would have paid maternity or paternity leave, paid
parental or family medical leave, the ability to breastfeed while working, or
the ability to meet personal or family needs during an annual leave.

Just as the United States has failed to adopt social insurance and work-
ing conditions to enable adults to survive economically while succeeding at
caring for family members, it has failed to update programs for children
in light of the dramatic historical changes in families. The average length of
the school year in 1870—when this country was an agrarian economy—was
132 days. The short school year was sufficient to provide children and youth
with basic reading and arithmetic skills, the formal skills they needed in the
1870s. The skills needed for work were learned primarily through appren-
ticing. This short school year allowed plenty of time for children to assist
on family farms and in household labor. By World War II, the school year
had gradually climbed to 178 days. But as figure 6.1 shows, the length of the
school year across the United States remained virtually unchanged between
World War II and the beginning of the twenty-first century. During this
period of rapid transformation in women’s labor-force participation, family
structure, and the number of children being raised in households in which
all adults worked outside of the home, the school year continued to be short—
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Limited Leave from and Flexibility at Work
Industrial and postindustrial work schedules, designed in the 1800s and
early 1900s, are based on the assumption that employees’ contributions will
be uninterrupted. Yet the reality is that the demands placed on individuals
by families are neither predictable nor confined to nonworking periods. In
one study we asked a nationally representative sample of over one thousand
Americans about their daily lives. We called working Americans eight days
in a row and asked whether they had needed to cut back the time they spent
on any of their normal activities during the previous twenty-four hours as
a result of a family member’s need for assistance. We examined a sample of
currently employed adults and the instances when they had to cut back on
their work time for family needs.

During the interview week, 30 percent of the respondents needed to cut
back on work hours on at least one day in order to meet the needs of family
members, and 12 percent needed to cut back on two or more days. All of
these working adults had significant caregiving responsibilities, but those
age thirty-five to forty-four were shouldering the greatest burden of dual
work and caregiving responsibilities (figure 6.2). Thirty-five percent of this
age group needed to cut back their work time on at least one day a week.
Although women were more likely to take cutbacks than men, men still
had a large number of cutbacks to meet family members’ needs: 35 percent
of women and 24 percent of men had to cut back on at least one day in a given
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week. These findings are consistent with other research documenting that
fathers have increased the time they spend with children, although men con-
tinue to perform less household work that women (Bianchi et al. 2000;
Bianchi 2000). While there were more cutbacks for respondents with chil-
dren than for any other single group, at 42 percent, they did not account for
a majority. Fifteen percent of cutbacks were taken to care for parents, 12 per-
cent for spouses or partners, 7 percent for other children, and 24 percent for
other family members (Heymann 2000a).

Family members’ needs were far more varied and complex than those
addressed by many public policy proposals. Twenty-two percent of the cut-
backs were taken to address problems with child care, 5 percent to provide
for eldercare, 3 percent to provide for children’s educational needs, 10 per-
cent to provide transportation for family members, 16 percent to provide
other instrumental support, 3 percent to cope with a death, 1 percent to
deal with divorce, and 15 percent to provide emotional and other support.
Figure 6.3 shows that the reasons for cutting back on working time varied
by the age of the workers. For young workers, meeting family members’
health needs was the most common reason to work fewer hours. The
amount of work missed because of school or child-care needs followed a 
U-shaped curve, with workers between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-
four and those between the ages of sixty-five and seventy-four being the
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two groups most likely to take time off from work in order to provide this
care. In other words, both younger parents and grandparents were pro-
viding such care. Adults in mid-life, between ages forty-five and sixty-
four, are more likely to be providing care for aging parents and other adult
family members.

While the needs of working men and women to be able to address fam-
ily issues were great, our research in the 1990s and early 2000s into national
labor conditions also documented that the availability of leave from work
to meet these needs—paid time off as well as flexible work schedules—
was limited for all workers, and particularly so for low-income families
(Heymann 2000a, 2000b, 2002; Heymann and Earle 1998, 2000; Heymann
et al. 2002; Earle and Heymann 2004). Over a five-year period, between
1994 and 1998, 43 percent of Americans with incomes above 200 percent of
the poverty line, 61 percent of families with incomes between 100 percent
and 200 percent of the poverty line, and a stark 76 percent of families with
incomes below 100 percent of the poverty line lacked paid sick leave some
or all of the time (figure 6.4). Although more Americans had paid vacation
leave1 than paid sick leave, the availability of vacation leave still followed
a clear income gradient: 28 percent of families with incomes above 200 per-
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cent of the poverty line, 38 percent of families with incomes between 100 per-
cent and 200 percent of the poverty line, and 57 percent of families with
incomes below 100 percent of the poverty line lacked paid vacation leave
some or all of the time.

Being able to adjust the starting and ending times of their workdays
can make an enormous difference in working parents’ ability to ensure
that young school-age children are not alone in the morning or at the
end of the day. Yet 59 percent of upper-middle-income families, 62 percent
of lower-middle-income families, and 68 percent of Americans in the bottom
income quartile lacked the flexibility to adjust their work schedules in this
way (figure 6.5). Whereas 37 percent of low-income families reported they
did not have a choice in how their job was performed, only half as many fam-
ilies in the top income quartile (18 percent) lacked this kind of decision-
making latitude.

A gradient in how much say adults have in planning their work environ-
ment also exists. Fifty percent of families in the bottom income quartile
lacked this kind of autonomy, while 43 percent of lower-middle income
families, 40 percent of upper-middle income families, and 31 percent of
high-income families did. Women were the most disadvantaged: they
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thirty-two countries protect working women’s right to breastfeed, of
which 113 provide one hour or more per day.

Seventy-three countries ensure that fathers either receive paid pater-
nity leave or have a right to paid parental leave (figure 6.7). Thirty-two of
these countries offer fourteen or more weeks of paid paternal leave. The
United States guarantees fathers neither paid paternity nor paid parental
leave (Heymann and Earle 2010).

A global consensus has developed regarding the necessity of providing a
variety of other basic guarantees that protect working adults and their fam-
ilies. One hundred sixty-four countries mandate paid annual leave, and 148
of these guarantee two weeks or more each year (figure 6.8). Meanwhile, the
United States does not require employers to provide any paid annual leave
at all. At least 157 countries require employers to provide a mandatory day
of rest each week; The U.S. does not guarantee workers even this twenty-
four-hour break from work. Sixty countries provide evening or night wage
premiums.

Over 163 countries provide paid sick days for short- or long-term ill-
nesses. Of these, 140 replace at least 50 percent of the lost earnings, and
of these 140 countries, 58 guarantee at least 75 percent of earnings. One
hundred and fifty-eight countries provide sickness benefits for a week or
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more annually, with 98 providing sickness benefits for at least 26 weeks or
until recovery (figure 6.9). The United States provides only unpaid leave
for serious illnesses, through The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), and
provides no protection for less severe illnesses. Moreover, many Americans
can’t afford to make use of the unpaid leave guaranteed through the
FMLA, and illness is one of the leading causes of bankruptcy and mort-
gage foreclosure in the U.S.

The differences between the experiences of working families in the
United States and those around the world are not limited to working con-
ditions. They include access to preschool, a school day and school year
that are long enough to cover more of the typical work day and year, and
other services targeting the needs of both children and the elderly. To
note just a few global examples: fifty-four nations have longer school years
than the United States. Twenty countries have school years of over two
hundred days, which is at least four weeks longer than in the United
States. The United States tied with Ecuador and Surinam for thirty-ninth
rank in enrollment in early-childhood care and education of three-to-five-
year-olds (Heymann et al. 2004).

HOW DO WE BEGIN TO CLOSE THE GAPING HOLES?
Clearly the chasm between the old assumptions and the new realities of
American working families must be bridged in American policy. It is equally
evident that this is economically and politically feasible. Great adaptations
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A final role of public governance in a system reflecting the new realities
is to ensure that citizens can access information about public investments
and results. To do so, public leaders must help articulate enterprise-level
outcomes or larger systemwide standards of performance. Current policy
reflects multiple, and sometimes competing, goals: enhancing earnings from
low-wage work, providing early-childhood education so parents can work,
limiting access to cash assistance, limiting family size, providing emergency
services, and mandating participation in the low-wage labor market. Even
more minute performance measures structure the reporting requirements
of the actual service providers. The contested nature of poverty reduction
and incremental adoption of policies over time created this diversity.
Political realities make it likely that such dynamics will continue, but pub-
lic governance can guarantee that minute measures are not what drive the
operation of the entire work-support system. Instead, governance can
involve a public process toward clear, systemwide results that are articu-
lated, measured, and used to make adjustments throughout the system.

These new roles for the public sector in social welfare are consistent
with new realities. The public sector is no longer the hierarchical bureau-
cracy of twentieth-century government; it is using new decisionmaking
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TABLE 8.1 Design Elements Needed to Reconstitute the Safety Net
Design Element Roles Promising Examples

Direct service
providers

Intermediary
agencies

Public 
governance

Source: Author’s compilation.

Work to ensure that basic
principles of service 
delivery are achieved:

• Fair application of policy
• Accessible services
• Appropriate matching of

service to need
• Reliable information

Work to increase the effi-
cient sharing of resources
within the network around
the following:

• Financial resources
• Program capacity
• Organizational capacity
• Network capital
• Policy understanding

Work as systemwide
guardian to achieve public
intent (enable workers to
navigate and thrive in 
low-wage labor market):

• Fair eligibility 
determination

• Design and integrate 
network

• Guard against private-
interest capture

• Monitor systemwide
results

• Multiservice organizations
• “Centers for Working

Families”
• Enhanced case manage-

ment through information
systems

• Joint fund development for
public and private sources

• Tools and technical assis-
tance for direct service

• Facilitated peer learning
• Advocacy training; fiscal

and social analysis

• Electronic application and
eligibility verification
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