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Abstract

This study evaluates the strengths and weaknesses of defamilization as a concept for ana-
lysing state-market-family relationships in comparative perspective. A paradox has emerged
around defamilization in the last decade; its use in empirical large-N research has grown
markedly despite mounting criticism in theoretical discussions. Applying criteria of conceptual
goodness, we find that the popularity of the concept is based on its high degree of parsimony,
theoretical utility and field utility, but that there are problems with the resonance, coherence
and differentiation of the concept. We argue that defamilization is most coherent and has
greatest utility if the concept’s roots in welfare state theory are fully acknowledged. In our view,
this means that defamilization is best understood a) alongside the separate concept of fami-
lization, b) as a multidimensional concept in terms of economic and social dependencies in
family relationships, and c) as a means of addressing both gender and intergenerational depen-
dencies. Although suitable for operationalization in empirical research, the concept hence
imposes high demands regarding the required data and possible analyses.

Keywords: Defamilization; family policy; comparative research; conceptual goodness;
family dependencies

Introduction

The state-market-family nexus, which is at the heart of welfare state theories, has
been conceptualized in many different ways. This is crucial, because sound con-
cepts are needed to draw conclusions in comparative social policy analysis.
Where the aim is to generalize to a large number of countries on issues such
as how states reduce family dependencies, comparative concepts need to be rel-
atively broad while still being sufficiently differentiated. Patterns of state-
market-family relationships across Europe have been analysed through the lens
of male breadwinner/dual worker models (Lewis, ; Pascall and Lewis, )
or the concept of individualization in policy (Daly, ; Frericks et al., ).
The concept of defamilization (originally Lister, ; McLaughlin and
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Glendinning, ) has been particularly widely applied in the last decade. It is
increasingly being used in large-N comparisons that describe country variation
in institutional settings or that aim to explain the outcomes of work-family
policies.

Yet, this more widespread use of the concept in the empirical literature has,
in our view, been accompanied by an increased uncertainty about the properties
of defamilization and hence about what the empirical studies are comparing.
The small but growing number of theoretical studies discussing defamilization
have tended to take a critical stance towards it and to suggest alternative con-
cepts. In this paper, we address a key question arising from this paradox of
increasing popularity in empirical research despite overwhelming theoretical
scepticism and ask: how good a concept is defamilization? Drawing on the lit-
erature on concept formation (Collier and Mahon, ; Gerring, ; Goertz,
; Sartori, , ), we evaluate the conceptual goodness of defamiliza-
tion, examine how the concept has been interpreted and applied, and propose a
systematic approach to using it.

A review of the empirical literature featuring defamilization reveals the con-
cept’s popularity, but also indicates diverging interpretations. Defamilization is
often used to conceptualize differences in how countries address intergenera-
tional relationships (Dykstra, ; Saraceno and Keck, ) and support
women’s employment (Bambra, ; Chau et al., ; Cho, ; Foster
et al., ; Zagel and VanWinkle, ). Increasingly, the concept is being used
to study other outcomes as well, such as work intensity and happiness (de Hoon
et al., ), material deprivation (Israel and Spannagel, ) and gender equal-
ity in long term care (Eggers et al., ). There is also a smaller but growing
number of studies that discuss defamilization in theoretical terms. Renewed the-
oretical interest in the concept has particularly grown in the past decade. One
reason for this is the concept’s attractiveness; researchers have highlighted and
praised it for the multiple perspectives on state-family relationships it combines
(Kurowska, ; Leitner and Lessenich, ) and its multidimensionality
(Hammer and Österle, ; Leitner and Lessenich, ; Lohmann and
Zagel, ; Saraceno and Keck, ). Yet, others have criticized it for the same
attributes and formulated new concepts so that defamilization is replaced
(Saxonberg, ) or complemented (Kröger, ; Kurowska, ;
Mathieu, ).

Defamilization is closely related to other concepts in comparative family
policy analysis such as familization, individualization, familialism and individ-
ualism and, like defamilization, there is no uniform understanding of these con-
cepts either. Instead, the terms are frequently used to mean different things. For
example, while familization is often assumed to be the opposite of defamiliza-
tion, many authors have pointed out that it is in fact a complementary concept
that refers to the degree of state support for care within the family (Leitner, ;
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Lohmann and Zagel, ; Eggers et al., ). The concept of individualization
shifts the focus from family relationships to individuals and asks how much the
state supports individual independence (Daly, ). By contrast, in the concept
of familialism, the welfare state regime is the conceptual unit and not the coun-
try. Familialism supposes a perspective of categorical rather than gradual differ-
ences between countries as members of types or regimes (Leitner, ;
Saraceno, ). Different ideas about familialism exist in academic and public
discussions, but here, familialism concerns differences in how welfare states rely
on the family as a welfare provider. Variations in familialism can be conceptu-
alized as outcomes of different degrees of defamilization and familization.

In this paper, we take the paradox of the increased use of defamilization in
large-N empirical studies despite growing theoretical criticism as a starting point
for investigating its consistency and clarity as a concept. This is necessary,
because when defamilization is not used arbitrarily it can serve as a valuable
concept for understanding how welfare states shape state-family and family-
market relations. From the wider literature on concepts in comparative research,
we chose Gerring’s () approach to evaluate conceptual goodness, because it
acknowledges that concept formation is not simply about the application of
strict rules and highlights the notion of trade-offs between different criteria.
The approach provides a comprehensive list of criteria of conceptual goodness,
allows for meticulous scrutiny and can reveal flaws and ambiguities in concepts.
For defamilization, a concept that has grown in popularity despite not being
extensively assessed when first proposed, such scrutiny is needed and promises
to improve its conceptual consistency and clarity. We consider all the criteria
but only examine the most pertinent ones to the case of defamilization in
the in-depth discussion. We proceed in three steps. First, we briefly introduce
all of Gerring’s eight criteria of conceptual goodness and give a compact over-
view of how defamilization performs as a concept by revisiting its roots. Second,
we zoom in on the criteria that are arguably most contentious for defamilization
in three separate subsections: resonance, coherence and differentiation. Here, we
further trace the concept’s application in the empirical and theoretical literature.
Finally, we summarize our insights by proposing a definition of defamilization
that overcomes some of the identified problems. We conclude by discussing ave-
nues for future research.

The conceptual goodness of defamilization

Criteria of conceptual goodness
Any meaningful comparison presupposes sound concepts, because they

define what is compared. An unclear concept makes it difficult to draw any com-
parative conclusions at all (Clasen, ). When research concerns empirical
phenomena, its results depend crucially on terms and definitions (Gerring,
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; Sartori, ). Within theoretical debates in a given discipline, conceptual
clarity is paramount for advancing the field. An ill-defined concept may be used
arbitrarily, and misconceptions are likely to emerge in theoretical discussions
(Podsakoff et al., ). Further, a lack of clarity can prompt confusion as to
the purpose of the empirical study in question; likewise, it can create measure-
ment problems and impede a meaningful interpretation of the results (Collier
and Gerring, ).

The literature on concept formation builds on the observation that a lack of
conceptual clarity is ubiquitous in the social sciences and identifies the need for
systematic frameworks to assess existing concepts and form new ones. There are
several prominent concept formation frameworks that are relatively strict and
rely on fixed sets of rules. Gerring () has proposed a different approach,
which is based on the idea that concepts are always the result of trade-offs
between different alternatives. The framework is systematic but refrains from
formulating static rules. It consists of eight criteria of conceptual goodness,
which can be used to evaluate and appraise concepts: familiarity, resonance, par-
simony, coherence, differentiation, depth, theoretical utility and field utility. In
this framework, assessing and formulating concepts means mediating between
these eight criteria rather than applying them as rules (Gerring, : ).
While all of the criteria describe a good concept, some are more central than
others. Previous discussions in the concept formation and comparative social
policy literatures suggest that coherence and differentiation are key quality cri-
teria for concepts and are thus more important than, for example, familiarity
and utility, which are somewhat subjective criteria. Our in-depth analysis in
the following section focuses on the criteria with the most apparent conceptual
trade-offs in relation to defamilization, which also include coherence and differ-
entiation. We will consider the weighting of the criteria in our evaluation.

How good a concept is defamilization?
When assessing the concept of defamilization, it is important to note

that it was introduced and defined in two different publications in the same year
by different authors (Lister, ; McLaughlin and Glendinning, ).
Although the respective authors chose slightly different terms, in both cases
the concept was introduced with the same aim in mind: to add a gender-
sensitive concept to the comparative welfare state literature that could comple-
ment the key concept of decommodification, which centred on the male worker.
Lister (: ) defined ‘defamilialisation’ as ‘the degree to which individual
adults can uphold a socially acceptable standard of living, independently of fam-
ily relationships, either through paid work or through the social security system’.
McLaughlin and Glendinning stated that ‘[D]e-familization is constituted by
those provisions and practices which vary the extent to which wellbeing is
dependent on “our” relation to the (patriarchal) family’ (: ). The
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following appraisal of defamilization in light of Gerring’s () criteria will
show that this dual concept formation was consequential for the concept’s clar-
ity and consistency. We will also address the semantic differences.

Turning to the first of Gerring’s () criteria, familiarity requires the con-
cept in question to be consistent with established meanings of the described phe-
nomenon; its definition has to incorporate features that are commonly
subsumed in the concept and the term should align with common sense lan-
guage. When defamilization emerged in , it was a neologism and thus
by definition unfamiliar. Nevertheless, it combined two theoretical references
that had a high degree of familiarity. First, it referred to one of the most popular
concepts of comparative welfare state research at the time, decommodification
(Esping-Andersen, ); and second, it included the family, one of the three
components of the prominent ‘welfare triangle’ (state, market, family). Both
of its definitions likewise drew on familiar vocabulary in the (comparative)
mainstream and gendered welfare state research of the time. The concept
was intended to describe how paid work (in the market) or the social security
system (the state) would enable a ‘socially acceptable standard of living’ (Lister)
or ‘wellbeing’ (McLaughlin and Glendinning) independent of the (patriarchal)
family.

The second criterion, resonance, requires a concept to ‘click’ with the
reader, to ‘sound right’ in the context in which it is used. On this criterion,
defamilization has arguably performed less well. Several commentators have
expressed irritation at the combination of the negatively loaded prefix ‘de-’ with
the word family. Does defamilization mean that the state should reduce family
bonds? And more generally, is there a normative implication of defamilization?
The concept arguably reflects a trade-off between familiarity and resonance,
which will be addressed in the discussion below.

The third criterion, the degree of parsimony, which refers to a term’s length
and its definition, is sufficiently high in the case of defamilization. Its definition
is succinctly summarized as ‘the degree of support of individuals’ independence
from family relationships’ (Lohmann and Zagel, : ).

The fourth criterion, coherence, concerns the internal consistency of the
concept’s characteristics and attributes. Gerring () argues that this can
be considered the most important criterion, because it distinguishes a good con-
cept from a term that describes a coincidental clustering of phenomena.
Arguably, because defamilization is a multidimensional concept and refers to
various categories of policy beneficiaries, the attributes subsumed under it
may be arbitrarily selected. Does defamilization describe state support for reduc-
ing both women’s dependence on male breadwinners and children’s dependence
on their parents? And what is the logical connection between the reduction of
these different types of dependencies? Defamilization has recently been criti-
cized for its lack of coherence, and researchers have debated whether the concept

     

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279420000549 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279420000549


should be complemented or replaced (Kröger, ; Kurowska, ; Mathieu,
; Saxonberg, ). There is an arguable trade-off between the concept’s
coherence and its depth in representing the range of state-family relationships.
This will also be discussed in more detail in Section .

The fifth criterion, differentiation, means that a concept should be clearly
bounded and distinguishable from other related concepts and should be oper-
ationalizable. Defamilization only partially fulfils this, because the concept over-
laps with others which evolved in the gendered welfare state literature around
the same time, most notably the concepts of the capacity to form and maintain a
household (Orloff, ), personal autonomy (O’Connor, ) and the male
breadwinner model (Lewis, ). In addition, when it comes to the newer con-
cepts that are meant to replace (Saxonberg, ) or complement (Kröger, ;
Kurowska, ; Mathieu, ) defamilization, the dividing lines are not clear.
All of the concepts refer to differences in how states regulate the gendered
dependencies between couples or within families but all emphasize different
aspects of this definition. Considering these boundary issues and acknowledging
that ‘differentiation is a problem’ (Gerring, : ), we discuss the differen-
tiation of defamilization in more detail below.

According to Gerring (), a concept acquires, depth, the sixth criterion,
by subsuming a range of shared characteristics underneath it. As indicated
above, the concept of defamilization is a good example of how this criterion
may conflict with some of the other criteria, such as coherence and differentia-
tion. Overall, defamilization is relatively deep, as it covers a broad range of state
policies towards the family and pertains to a longstanding discussion of the
development of welfare states.

The seventh criterion, theoretical utility, reflects the need for concepts to be
useful for specialist discussions of phenomena in a given discipline. Concepts are
the building blocks of theories and classify the phenomena of interest to provide
a cluster of categories that map the universe under study. Defamilization fulfils
the criterion of theoretical utility. Rooted in welfare state theory, it is a key con-
cept for conceptualizing the relationships between market, state and family. It is
applicable to a wide range of different sociological and political science research
questions in comparative welfare state research.

Field utility, the eighth criterion, is also emphasized by Sartori ()
and requires the concept to take its own position without unsettling the field
by overlapping with other concepts. Defamilization fulfils this criterion by filling
the conceptual space around the relationship between the state and the family in
the field. As shown by its widespread application in empirical studies,
defamilization arguably provides better field utility than similar concepts such
as the capacity to form and maintain a household (Orloff, ) and personal
autonomy (O’Connor, ), which are less linked to family relationships.
Furthermore, the evolution of the discourse around the term – which went from
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being almost exclusively used within the feminist literature to a more general
use – shows its impact within the comparative welfare state literature.

Three challenges to the conceptual goodness of defamilization

Building on the idea of mediating between the eight criteria of conceptual good-
ness underlying Gerrings’s framework, this section discusses defamilization in
light of the three criteria with notable trade-offs: resonance, coherence and
differentiation.

Resonance: defamilization does not sound right
There are two problems with defamilization in terms of the criterion of res-

onance, both related to the semantics of the term. First, the two initial definitions
of the concept built on different root terms: ‘familial’ and ‘family’. Second,
defamilization combines the negatively loaded prefix de- with the positively con-
noted term family, which prompts cognitive irritation. The use of the prefix is a
reference to the popular concept of decommodification. Hence, defamilization’s
unfortunate construction with a negative prefix can be seen as a trade-off with
the familiarity criterion.

Root terms
On the first problem of resonance, the different root terms of defamiliza-

tion, the literature has been surprisingly silent. Although some note the different
ways of writing (Leitner and Lessenich, : ), most authors use the terms
interchangeably, going as far as to adjust the term to fit their own preferred way
of writing (e.g. Leitner, ; Lohmann and Zagel, ; Saraceno and Keck,
; Saxonberg, ). This practice warrants comment, and not just because
it raises concerns about citation customs. We will consider whether the different
terms convey different meanings and whether either of the two terms resonates
more clearly with the attributes it should possess.

The present paper cannot hope to undertake a linguistic analysis of the
root terms family and familial with a view to uncovering their diverging mean-
ings, nor to inquire into the initial considerations of the authors of the two
concepts. Both undertakings go beyond what we can achieve and may also
overstate the intentions of the scholars who first introduced the concepts.
Instead, our evaluation is based on a review of the uses of the different terms
in subsequent research. A search of academic literature databases shows that
defamilization and defamilialization are used interchangeably with no discern-
ible difference in the attributes to which they refer. When examining studies
using either of the terms, we noted that they typically investigate the degrees to
which states reduce family dependencies. Although Lister’s () definition
of defamilialization originally focused on economic dependencies, and it was
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this that Esping-Andersen () picked up on, we equally find studies focus-
ing on care relationships using defamilialization as a term (Eggers et al., ;
Leitner, ). Thus, the different terms used do not translate into substantial
differences in meaning but rather seem to reflect preferences and path depen-
dencies in wording.

The negative prefix
Regarding the second resonance-related problem, some have wondered

whether the combination of the negative prefix ‘de-’with the term family implies
that state policies should somehow ‘reduce’ family. This notion is almost as old
as the term itself. As Sainsbury (: ) noted: ‘The term “defamilialization”
has two unfortunate consequences. As a parallel to decommodification it per-
petuates a clumsy vocabulary. More importantly, the term conjures up associ-
ations of weakening or abolishing the family; but what is at stake is remaking the
patterns of family relationships and bestowing social rights upon family mem-
bers’. Despite her objections, Sainsbury uses the term and concept throughout
her book; others have followed. The term was fully incorporated into social sci-
ence terminology when Esping-Andersen () made ‘defamilialization’ a cor-
nerstone of his typology of welfare regimes – despite assessing it as ‘yet another
admittedly awkward word’ (p. ). Two decades on, replacing an established
concept seems neither feasible nor advisable.

There is no question about McLaughlin and Glendinning’s () original
intentions when formulating the term, as they explicitly stated that defamiliza-
tion ‘is not about whether or not people live in something recognizable as a fam-
ily, or whether people have enduring emotional and material relationships with
other “family”members’, but about ‘the terms and conditions under which peo-
ple engage in families’ (McLaughlin and Glendinning, : ). Likewise,
Saraceno () emphasizes that defamilization ‘does not imply a breaking
of family bonds’ (p.). Esping-Andersen (), too, asserts that defamilization
‘does not imply “anti-family”; on the contrary it refers to the degree to which
households’ welfare and caring responsibilities are relaxed’ (Esping-Andersen,
: ). With its focus on ‘independence from the family’, defamilization par-
allels decommodification in focusing on ‘independence from the market’. In
both concepts, independence is understood in gradual rather than categorical
terms and the reference point is total dependence rather than total indepen-
dence. Just as decommodification does not describe how states abolish the mar-
ket but conceptualizes the degree to which states enable individuals to be
relatively independent of the market, defamilization describes state support
for relative independence from the family. Consequently, authors like Leitner
() have put familialism – i.e. a type of society where families are the key
providers of welfare – in the centre of the debate on defamilization. In this view,
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all societies are familialistic, but they differ gradually in how much indepen-
dence from the family they provide.

The ‘anti-family’ reading of defamilization not only refers to its analytical
substance but also suggests a normative interpretation of the concept. In
particular, feminist scholarship using the concept of defamilization is thought
to imply that there is something desirable in abolishing the family as an insti-
tution. Of course, feminism is not a singular, coherent perspective in social the-
oretical thinking. Indeed, from a feminist perspective, which aims to unravel
power relationships in the nuclear family and empower women, state support
for reducing family dependencies would be desirable. On the other hand, the
economic individualization of women has been widely criticized in feminist
research (Lewis and Giullari, ; Ostner, ). Extensive defamilization
could hence also be seen critically with a feminist lens on the grounds that it
replaces family dependencies with state dependencies or dependence on the
market. Moreover, as indicated above, defamilization is about more than eco-
nomic dependencies in heterosexual couple relationships. For example, defami-
lization also describes state support to reduce both adult children’s duty to care
for their elderly parents and parents’ obligations to provide financially for their
adult children (Saraceno and Keck, ). The concept hence does not seem to
readily serve any one political agenda. Rather, the concept was introduced as a
theoretical instrument that can be used to understand the complex state-
market-family relationships that feminist research unpacked.

Coherence: Who is defamilized and in what respect?
There is a trade-off between coherence and conceptual depth in the case of

defamilization. Although its meaning as ‘state support to reduce family depen-
dencies’may seem intuitive, defamilization combines numerous facets that ‘gen-
erate several senses’ (Gerring, : ). The concept comprises state provision
of policies to reduce gender and intergenerational dependencies in economic
and social relationships. Its multidimensionality – it includes policies that sup-
port economic independence and reduce social or care dependencies – requires
careful consideration. And this is complicated, because the concept also
addresses dependencies between different types of family members: parents
and children, mothers and fathers, and grandparents and grandchildren.

Research using the concept of defamilization has mainly focused on moth-
ers’ economic independence from a male breadwinner, which is arguably insep-
arable from their children’s dependence on them for care. Defamilization is used
to describe policies that reduce women’s economic dependence by supporting
their participation in the labour market. To operationalize defamilization,
empirical studies have used indicators of parental leave policies (Bambra,
; de Hoon et al., ; Leitner, ; Lohmann and Zagel, ) and of
childcare policies (Chau et al., ; Cho, ; de Hoon et al., ; Israel
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and Spannagel, ; Leitner, ; Lohmann and Zagel, ). Childcare
policies likewise address care relationships, but this is a rare focus in the empir-
ical literature (for discussions of this gap see Kröger, ; Mathieu, ).

Defamilization of social or care dependencies has been further conceptual-
ized in terms of older parents’ relationships with their adult children (Kurowska,
; Saraceno and Keck, ). Care provision to older people relieves adult
children of their care responsibilities and supports their parents in maintaining
independence. To measure defamilization in terms of intergenerational
dependencies, studies have used indicators of state support for elder care
(Cho, ; Leitner, ; Lohmann and Zagel, ; Saraceno and Keck,
). Defamilization in terms of intergenerational care dependencies particu-
larly requires researchers to consider care-giver and care-receiver perspectives
(Leitner and Lessenich, ).

As shown by this short review, defamilization’s coherence as a concept may
diminish when its different facets are spelled out. Scholars’ focus on one of the
subdimensions (social/economic) or on one of the types of relationships (gen-
der/intergenerational) may highlight differences rather than similarities.
Arguably, conceptual coherence is more problematic when we follow the defi-
nition provided by McLaughlin and Glendinning () compared to Lister’s
() version. This is because Lister explicitly defines defamilization in terms
of the economic dependencies of women on men and leaves the care aspect
aside. Nevertheless, scholars have criticized the concept of defamilization for
its lack of coherence. While few have suggested getting rid of the concept alto-
gether (Saxonberg, ), some have considered adding specifications to differ-
entiate the different dimensions of defamilization, such as social defamilization
(Leitner and Lessenich, ) or care defamilization (Michoń, ). Others
have proposed limiting defamilization to Lister’s definition (economic depen-
dencies in gender relationships) or complementing it with other concepts that
cover the care dimension (Kröger, ; Mathieu, ).

There is a further issue: namely, how defamilization is achieved – exclu-
sively through state support or via market processes? In our view, this is not
a major source of incoherence, because, particularly in the more recent litera-
ture, authors have implicitly or explicitly interpreted defamilization as being
about state support or state mediation (see Kurowska, : ; Lohmann
and Zagel, : ; Saraceno and Keck, : ). However, most notably,
Esping-Andersen has indicated that ‘De-familialization through Markets’
(: ff.) is an alternative. The main question he addresses in this respect
is how the tax-benefit system affects opportunity costs and the cost of childcare.
We interpret this less as a question of ‘state vs. market’ but rather as ‘welfare
through the tax system vs. welfare through cash benefits and in-kind provisions’.
Both types of measures can be regarded as defamilization when it is defined as
state support to reduce family dependencies.
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Differentiation: drawing boundaries
Another reason why the conceptual goodness of defamilization may be lim-

ited is because it overlaps with other concepts and hence lacks differentiation. If
the definitions of alternative concepts clearly described phenomena other than
defamilization, then we could describe defamilization as a differentiated con-
cept. Defamilization, as a medium range concept, overlaps with concepts at a
higher and a lower level. Daly’s (: ) preference for the wider, more general
concept of individualization over defamilization is justified by the idea that a
higher degree of defamilization means treating people as individuals rather than
as family members. Treating people as individuals is a core element of individ-
ualization. However, without any further mention of the family, individualiza-
tion does not refer solely to independence from the family (Beck-Gernsheim,
) but describes a more general feature of modern societies (Beck, ).

Defamilization likewise lacks differentiation from narrower concepts when
these overlap with subdimensions of defamilization. Some scholars have pro-
posed new concepts as complements to defamilization, like dedomestication
(Kröger, ) or demotherization (Mathieu, ). These terms have been
coined in response to defamilization. Any overlaps and differences are explicitly
laid out. This is less the case with the concept of degenderization (Saxonberg,
). It starts off from the misleading notion that defamilization primarily aims
‘to eliminate gender roles’ (p. ). From this viewpoint, it is difficult to see where
the two concepts overlap, particularly as the concept of degenderization shares
attributes of the economic and gender subdimensions of defamilization while
ignoring others.

Other concepts have evolved in parallel to defamilization within the femi-
nist literature (Zagel and Lohmann, forthcoming). This work has criticized
Esping-Andersen’s () focus on male paid work and decommodification
as one of the main characteristics of welfare states. For example, the concept
of the capacity to form and maintain one’s own household (Orloff, ), which
is similar to economic defamilization, describes state support for economic inde-
pendence; the same applies to the concept of personal autonomy (O’Connor,
). In favour of the defamilization concept, it may be argued that these
two overlapping concepts focus less on family relationships. In particular, the
concept of personal autonomy is much broader than defamilization as it
includes autonomy over other life domains, such as reproductive or bodily
autonomy (O’Connor, ). The male breadwinner model concept, defined
by Lewis (), which also clearly describes gendered economic dependencies,
likewise overlaps with defamilization, but this is conceived as a household-level
concept.

Looking at the empirical comparative literature on state support for families
that has emerged since the relevant concepts were introduced in the early, s,
defamilization is more frequently applied than the concepts by Orloff and
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O’Connor. This could be due to defamilization’s aptness for operationalization
as a quantitative indicator. Furthermore, despite the problems discussed above,
the term ‘defamilization’ is highly recognizable, it resonates and it refers clearly
to the family. For example, it is unclear how family policy alone could achieve
wider personal autonomy beyond merely reducing family dependencies. The
widely used male breadwinner model concept shares less overlap with
defamilization due to its emphasis on the couple level.

A differentiation problem is also evident when it comes to the relationship
between defamilization and familization. As mentioned in the introduction,
familization was initially perceived as the opposite of defamilization. In more
recent years, it has come to be understood as a complementary concept describ-
ing the degree to which states support care performed by family members and
hence foster a model with high family dependencies (Leitner, ; Lohmann
and Zagel, ; Eggers et al., ). In contrast, familialism is often used to
denote types of welfare states that are characterized by a specific combination
of attributes on defined subdimensions. Leitner () has distinguished
between the following four care regimes, which feature a specific combination
of high or low familization and defamilization: explicit familialism, implicit fam-
ililialism, optional familialism and de-familialism. In other cases, it has not
always been clear how the subdimensions relate to defamilization. An example
of this are Saraceno’s and Keck’s () three intergenerational policy regimes:
familialism by default, supported familialism and de-familization. Esping-
Andersen’s () use of familialism and defamilialization is inconsistent. To
some extent, he interprets both terms as opposites on a continuum, but appar-
ently also regards familialism as a type. Drawing on studies by Saraceno and
Keck () and Leitner (), Lohmann and Zagel () have suggested
viewing defamilization and familization as the (measurable) policy dimensions
and familialism/individualism as ideal-typical country-level aggregate outcomes.

(Re-)defining defamilization
The previous sections demonstrated that defamilization is a successful con-

cept in terms of its application and reception in the literature, but that it also has
some severe problems that have generated discontent with and misunderstand-
ings of the concept. In this section, we identify features that define defamiliza-
tion as a central concept for analyzing the state-market-family nexus; we opt not
to add another definition of the concept or to propose a new one to replace it.

Defamilization and familization: two aspects of the state-market-family
nexus
First, we suggest following the initial definitions. We define defamilization

as the degree of support for individuals’ independence from family relationships,
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where family relationships entail gender and intergenerational relations charac-
terized by imbalances in the distribution of social and economic resources and
thereby create dependencies. Hence, defamilization describes one particular
aspect of state-family relations. Focusing on this aspect not only increases
the coherence of the concept but also allows for clearer differentiation from
other concepts. As mentioned above, the boundaries of the concepts that have
evolved from the literature on defamilization are not always clear cut. In our
view, defamilization works best in tandem with a concept of familization, which
describes the degree to which states increase social and economic dependencies
between family members (based on Leitner, ). As such, defamilization and
familization should be understood as two separate concepts, which pertain to
different welfare state attributes. Policy measures that relate to both concepts
may be implemented in various combinations across welfare states. For exam-
ple, a country with a high degree of defamilization, reflected in good access to
affordable childcare provision, good access to institutional care for older people
and short, well-paid parental leave, may at the same time have high familization
in that it provides generous child benefits and child tax credits; by contrast,
another country with a similar level of defamilization might only provide very
limited family allowances.

Multidimensionality
In line with previous interpretations, we think it is important to emphasize

that defamilization is a multidimensional concept. For instance, Leitner and
Lessenich (: f.) have argued convincingly against adopting a narrow per-
spective that focuses solely on care-givers or on the commodification of (female)
labour. But multidimensionality only results in more coherent concepts if the sub-
dimensions are laid out clearly. We followed Leitner and Lessenich’s proposal and
analytically distinguished between reducing social and economic dependencies.
Conceptualized this way, defamilization allows for the analysis of a wide range
of complex social and economic relationships. Social and economic dependencies
are strongly interrelated with family relationships, and these are difficult to dis-
entangle empirically. Therefore, it seems more sensible to address both within the
concept of defamilization than to propose separate concepts for each subdimen-
sion. For example, children depend socially and economically on their parents as
long as they do not earn their own income. Ideas about the ‘generational contract’
imply that the dependency relationship shifts when adult children have their own
income and their parents transition into retirement. Empirically, however, a net
downward flow from older parents to their adult children has commonly been
noted (Albertini et al., ). Spouses are economically dependent on each other,
with their respective incomes strengthening the autonomy of each. Social
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dependence between spouses can also be an issue, if one spouse requires care due
to sickness or old age.

Where the state provides policies that relieve dependence on one of the
dimensions, dependencies in the other dimension may shift or remain
unchanged (Leitner and Lessenich, ). For example, access to affordable
childcare can relieve parents’ care dependencies and support their ability to par-
ticipate in paid work and reduce economic dependencies. Using the two con-
cepts of familization and defamilization, researchers can conceptualize and
empirically map different degrees of state intervention on the two dimensions
of social and economic dependencies within and between countries.

Gender and intergenerational relationships
As previously noted, defamilization is deeply rooted in feminist theorizing

and is hence commonly seen as relating to the degree to which the state reduces
gender dependencies. In other words, the emphasis has often been on policies that
support the independence of women from men. This gender-focused perspective,
which tends to be normatively charged, still bears on the concept, although the
term defamilization does not necessarily imply it. If we take the definition of
‘support of individuals’ independence from family relationships’ seriously,
however, the concept must include intergenerational relationships and same-
sex couple relationships too (Saraceno and Keck, ). As mentioned
above, these relationships encompass parents-child relationships, as well as grand-
parent-grandchild ones. Explicitly acknowledging the different forms of relation-
ships and intended beneficiaries of policies adds to the coherence of the
underlying general concept. In this line of argument, Leitner and Lessenich
() have emphasized the rarely discussed perspectives of the care-giver and
of the care-receiver that is inherent to the concept. They argue that the care-giver
perspective is reductionist and stress that, from a policy point of view, the per-
spectives can be conflicting. While this is an important point to note in the context
of conceptualizing care relationships, it is less central for describing the degree of
support for reducing dependencies between care-giver and care-receiver.

Rather than requiring each study using defamilization to be about all of the
relationships, researchers should be clear about the limits of the particular
approach adopted (see e.g. Daly,  on the lack of a child-perspective), while
acknowledging that defamilization is about more than supporting women’s
employment. The abstract notion of ‘state support to reduce family dependen-
cies’ may then be operationalized with a focus on selected family relationships.
Table  provides examples of various defamilizing policies categorized by depen-
dency dimension and type of relationship. The list is incomplete and serves to
illustrate the different kinds of policy measures. For example, pension credits
granted for periods when individuals (mostly women) interrupted their
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employment to take care of children or other related persons reduce the caring
person’s dependence on their spouse. Education stipends, on the other hand,
reduce economic dependencies between parents and their children. Social
dependencies between spouses decline when they have access to care services
for sick or older people, and social dependencies between parents and children
diminish when parents can avail of childcare services.

Summary and outlook

Defamilization is an increasingly popular concept in comparative research on
state-market-family relationships and it has been widely used in empirical
and theoretical studies since its formation over twenty-five years ago (Lister,
; McLaughlin and Glendinning, ). Many scholars have seen great merit
in the concept when describing differences in state support to relieve family
dependencies across countries. Others have raised concerns about the concept’s
clarity and proposed new or complementary concepts. Using Gerring’s ()
criteria of conceptual goodness, we revisited the strengths and the weaknesses of
defamilization.

The analysis showed that the concept is a highly parsimonious term, whose
association with established meanings invokes familiarity among scholars in the
research field. When it was coined, defamilization filled a theoretical gap in the
comparative welfare state literature, which had lacked a concept to complement
decommodification (Esping-Andersen, ) as this was developed with the
male worker in mind. Both theoretical utility and field utility are high, as the
concept addresses theoretical arguments from existing theorizing and contrib-
utes a new angle. The relationships between state, market and the family are
neatly addressed by defamilization, and it enables more accurate descriptions
of country differences by including gender and intergenerational relationships.

The assessment has shown that studies describing differences in the degree
of defamilization have meant different things, and that the unsystematic use of
the concept has hampered its further elaboration. We argued that its theoretical
and field utility are greatest if its roots in welfare state theory are fully acknowl-
edged. In our view, this means that the concept should be a) understood

TABLE . Policies reducing social and economic dependencies in gender
and intergenerational relationships

Relationships

Gender Intergenerational

Dependence Economic • Pension credits for care time • Education stipends
• Parental leave (for fathers)

Social • Institutional or home care services • Childcare services
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separately from or in tandem with the concept of familization, b) defined and
conceptualized in multidimensional terms as relating to state support to reduce
economic and social dependencies between family members, and c) acknowl-
edged as addressing both gender and intergenerational dependencies.

The conclusions of our review of defamilization based on the criteria of
conceptual goodness have several implications for future empirical research.
First, and most generally, careful concept specification is an essential component
of any comparative study. The dispute around the term ‘defamilization’ is a case
where the lack of scrutiny has led to discontent and controversy among
researchers. While discussions about conflicting ideas concerning a concept
may help to sharpen definitions, such discussions can be unproductive if
misunderstandings dominate. In recent years, a number of valuable works
have aimed to overcome ambiguities in the early definitions of defamilization.
Further research should build on these rather than perpetuating old misunder-
standings. Second, if defamilization is understood as a multidimensional
concept – covering the interlinked aspects of social and economic independence
as well as gender and intergenerational relationships – researchers need to
clearly state which of these subdimensions they focus on. Third, an operation-
alization of the concept is still impeded by a lack of data. If there is no
other option but to use weak measures of defamilization and its subdimensions,
any deficiencies should be carefully explained. At the same time, efforts
should be undertaken to increase the availability of valid and reliable data, as
is the case for other concepts. We suggest highlighting the particular shortcom-
ings rather than obfuscating them. Only with such openness will we be able to
overcome limitations in data availability for certain indicators, countries or time
periods.

Notes

 The terms defamilization and defamilialization were introduced synchronically. The differ-
ences in terminology will be discussed below. In this article, we have opted to use the shorter
term ‘defamilization’ throughout the article unless we were discussing the differences or cit-
ing a source using the other term.We proceed in the same manner with related terms such as
familism or familization (instead of familialism or familialization).

 A search in the Web of Science publication database supports the view that defamilization
has proliferated in recent years. For the last five years (–) we found  articles with
defamilization or spelling variants of this term in the title, the abstract or as keyword,  with
breadwinner model and far fewer with earner model, earner-carer model or degenderization.
A comparison with occurrences of decommodification helps to put these numbers into per-
spective. Not surprisingly there are more articles with reference to decommodification, but
only about double as many ( articles). During the period  to , we found men-
tions of defamilization,  entries referring to breadwinner models and  mentions of
decommodification.

 We also follow this approach in this article in order to increase readability. See introduction.
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