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ABSTRACT This paper addresses the main theoretical debates about gender equality through the concepts of welfare 
regime and gender regime. The article establishes two lines of enquiry: the first concerns the revision of the 

literature about welfare regime, while the second seeks to trace the contours of the gender regimes and gender/family policies that 
result from each country’s institutional and cultural arrangements. The article begins with a brief review of the literature on gender 
and welfare regimes. The reflection  conclude by suggesting  new contributions to the theories of welfare regime based on the concept 
of care as a form of social capital (networks of care-based relational solidarity), a key element in understanding of gender equality.

Introduction 
This article presents a theoretical reflection on the components 
of welfare regime from a gender perspective. The ultimate aim 
of this reflection is to propose a comparative theoretical model 
of analysis that enables us to establish the position occupied 
by gender and care in the present context of the transforming 
of the welfare states. It is therefore appropriate to include this 
comparative theoretical analysis based on the paradigm of gen-
der regimes as a precursor to explaining the differential  con-
ceptualization of care, family an social policies in the different  
European countries given that these have very different devel-
opment histories.

In this article we offer a theoretical model that integrates welfare 
and gender regime perspectives based on the degree of defamil-
ialization and degenderization resulting from the conception of 
care and family policies in European countries, as a means of 
examining gender equality. The idea is that family policies about 
care are the product of a specific cultural and institutional con-
text. Thus, the effects of social policy on gender equality in each 
gender regime will be interpreted as the outcome of the culture 
operative in each welfare state. In the States with a supporting 
individualization of rights and defamilialization of the costs of 
dependence tend to have achieved greater degenderization. The 
gender and welfare regime typologies presented here are struc-
tured around the degree of degenderization and defamilializa-
tion achieved by the various Welfare States through their family 
policies about care.

The present article attempts to lay the theoretical basis which 
might prove of interest in continuing research into the consid-
eration of the gender and care in the theories of  welfare regime, 
in an attempt to contextualize some outstanding contributions 
from compare sociology on gender and welfare regime.  

Current  theoretical debates
We will go on to examine the main theories and paradigms that 
have sought to include the categories of gender, care and the 
family in comparative studies on the welfare state. The purpose 
of this study is not to present an empirical analysis with primary 
data, but rather to present a theoretical reflection based on ex-
isting literature.  Such a comparative theoretical revision ena-
bles us to establish the position currently occupied by gender 
in family policies in the different welfare state models within 
a context of redefining social policies as a consequence of the 
economic crisis.

The economic downturn has had a significant impact on social 
and gender policies. A complete understanding of the incidence 
of the crisis requires knowledge of the normative and ethical 
framework on which these gender policies are based. The work 
In a different voice published by Carol Gilligan in 1982 serves 
as a reference for explaining how gender policies stem from the 
acknowledgement of a care ethic, the main responsibility for 
which has historically fallen to women. This ethical review of 
care has given rise to a normative construction of gender poli-

cies based on men’s and women’s differing responsibilities with 
regard to care work. It could be said that the introduction of the 
gender dimension into the concept of care has shifted the em-
phasis from the masculine-based welfare state (monetary and 
material welfare) towards what is known as well-being (welfare 
that responds to the needs of people) which is still in the early 
stages of research. The issue of gender and care has become a 
central theme on the research and policy agenda of the modern 
welfare state.

Much has been written on welfare state typologies in Europe, 
starting with the work of Esping Esping-Andersen (1990; 
1999); and much debate surrounds the question of which coun-
tries belong in which welfare regime. Esping-Andersen (1990) 
argued that historical events have led to different regime types, 
which he referred to as the Liberal, Conservative, and Social 
Democratic models.  According to Esping- Andersen (1990), lev-
els of decommodification, social stratification, and employment 
are central to the classification of these regimes. Decommodifi-
cation refers to rights that diminish people’s status as commod-
ities of market forces, or the extent to which the individual’s 
welfare is independent of the market. Social stratification con-
cerns the importance of class structures and divisions in society, 
and employment has to do with the private–public mix. Esping-
Andersen proposed that countries could be grouped together 
according to the roles of the state, the market, and the family in 
providing welfare for their respective citizens.

Esping-Andersen’s book The Three Worlds of Welfare Capital-
ism has left a great deal of debate and literature in its wake. 
Researchers have since suggested an assortment of new types 
and boundaries for different regimes (Arts and Gelissen, 2002; 
Bambra, 2007; Bonoli, 1997; Castles 1998; Cousins, 2005; Fer-
rera, 1996; Wildeboer et al., 2001). Ferrera (1996) and Leib-
fried (1992) argued for the introduction of a Southern Mediter-
ranean regime type; while others divided the Liberal model into 
two categories (Castles, 1998; Kangas, 1994). There is general 
consensus about restricting the social-democratic regime type 
to the Nordic countries, with the exception of Iceland. Later, Es-
ping-Andersen (2009), Gallie and Russell, (2009), Hakim (2000; 
2000), and Crompton (2006) sought to incorporate gender is-
sues from various perspectives into the comparative analysis of 
welfare regimes. This was an effort to explain diversity in family 
models, care regimes, and access of women to the labour mar-
ket and public and private positions of responsibility (Keck and 
Saraceno, 2013).

It has taken researchers a long time to include the issue of care 
in their studies. In fact, the classic work of Esping Andersen 
does not directly refer to gender policies and to the central 
nature of care as a key element for articulating social and gen-
der policies. It was left to feminist researchers at a later date 
to include the concept of care within a normative framework 
of responsibilities and obligations. The term care has thus be-
come an indispensable analytical category for the comparative 
study of welfare systems, and is incorporated through what has 
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been called the “gender regime” (Daly and Lewis, 1998; 2000). 
As part of the comparative analysis of European welfare states, 
numerous feminist researchers have advocated a concept of 
citizenship which highlights the importance of care from the 
gender standpoint, as first posited by Carol Gilligan, with the 
intention of reinforcing gender policies in welfare states.

The ‘gender regime’ literature has emphasized factors that are 
likely to affect the strength of family pressures: in particular the 
differing levels of institutional support for childcare and fam-
ily needs. This feminist approach critiques classical theories 
on welfare regimes for ignoring the gender perspective in wel-
fare state typologies (O´ Connor, 1996; Orloff, 2009; Sainsbury, 
1996). Within this framework, the state is conceptualized as the 
central form of institutionalization of gendered power. Accord-
ing to Connell (2002) each state thus has a definable “gender 
regime” that is linked to the wider “gender order” of the soci-
ety. Sainsbury (1996) defines a gender regime as a complex set 
of rules and norms that create established expectations about 
gender relations, allocating different tasks and rights to women 
and men. 

Gallie and Russell (2009) identified the Nordic gender regime 
in terms of their  generous leave provisions and stronger infra-
structure for early childcare. In contrast, continental type gen-
der regimes such as that of Germany sought to resolve the po-
tential conflict between work and family life by providing strong 
incentives for women to exit the labour market when there were 
young children in the home. Liberal regimes provide the least 
childcare assistance, offering neither good public provision nor 
adequate support for caregiving in the home. Research describ-
ing ‘gender regime’ characteristics in Southern European or 
Mediterranean countries is somewhat scarce. These studies has 
focused in the influence of familism in the care and family poli-
cies (Moreno Mínguez, 2007; 2010; Leitner, 2003).

On the other hand, the feminist critique of Esping-Andersen’s 
work introduces new concepts such as “care work” and “defa-
milialization process” for comparative discussion of welfare 
states (Lewis, 1992; 1997). She  focuses on the treatment of 
women with regard to the social security system, the types of 
family policies developed in each state and the degree to which 
women have entered the labour market (paid work vs. unpaid 
care work).  Saxonberg (2012) finds the terms ‘familialization’ 
and ‘defamilialization’ to be simply too ambiguous to end the 
typology debate; as many scholars use the terms differently and 
therefore obtain very different results.  

In response to feminist critique, Esping-Andersen (1999) later 
included social services in his model, and the degree to which 
the access to (public) social services provided protection 

against dependency on the family (de-familization), although he 
does not refer directly to unpaid family work done by women in 
the family. In the last book (Esping Andersen,  2009) he focuses 
especially on the topic for gender equality, on the role of families 
in the reproduction of social inequalities. However it does not 
adequately address the  work-family conflict roles (Scott et al., 
2012).

Along these lines, Daly (2000) examined how particular types of 
welfare state arrangements affected the distribution of resourc-
es and opportunities between men and women. In particular, 
she examines the impact of the British and German welfare 
states on gender relations within each country. Working from 
the hypothesis that the complexity and variety of form and con-
tent of public policies in welfare states directly affect gender 
relations and therefore gender equality, Daly introduced the 
gender perspective and the concept of ‘care’ as a key factor for 
analysing welfare state typologies. 

Pfau-Effinger (2005; 2009) expanded this perspective by in-
troducing a culturalist dimension of “gender arrangement”. She 
integrated culture into a theoretical framework for explaining 
cross-national gender differences. The gender arrangement ap-
proach assumes that cultural ideas and values regarding gender 
shape male and female behaviour as well as institutional poli-
cies. Haas (2005) revised culturalist and structuralist approach-
es on different welfare and family models, integrating them into 
a new theoretical framework for understanding the relationship 
between culture, practices, and policies related to the work-care 
balance. She created a welfare regime typology tool for analys-
ing care strategies and gender-specific divisions of labour. More 
recently along the same interpretative lines, Brooks and Manza 
(2007) and Wendt et al. (2011) highlighted the importance of 
public opinion and policy preferences in understanding welfare 
state developments. New analytical approaches within this re-
search framework have also sought to examine family policy ty-
pologies in various welfare states based on the need to address 
‘genderization’ in the discussion on social policies. Saxonberg 
(2012) argues for a typology based on the degree of genderiza-
tion and degenderization for explaining the different types of 
family and social policies in diverse welfare regimes. Such theo-
retical paradigms seek to address the issue that similar social 
and care policies can have very different gender effects.

New theoretical contributions 
In this approach we present a typology of the gender regime 
and welfare regime as a starting point for future theoretical 
reflection regarding the role of care, gender and family in the 
configurations of new welfare regime after economic crisis (see 
figure 1).  

Figure 1.  Typologies  of gender regime and welfare regime in Europe

Source: Own elaboration
These comparative analysis of gender regimes and gendered 
policies of care has been enriched by the reflections introduced 
by Gilligan and continued by authors such as  Held (2006), Knijn 
and Kremer (1997). This focus goes beyond the ethical and in-
stitutional recognition that the gender dimension brings to care. 
In fact the concept of care can be understood as a new form of 
social capital, which will be crucial for interpreting individual 

and collective actions concerning the resilience of communities 
suffering the effects of the crisis. According to Gilligan, the con-
cept of care ethics based on women’s perceived responsibility 
to satisfy people’s care needs is centred not on abstract judge-
ments, but on the responsibility deriving from an awareness of 
being part of a network of relationships of interdependence. 
This is due to the fact that women’s identity is strongly relation-
al in nature (Rossing et al., 1999). This view of care is directly 
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linked to the theory of social capital explored by authors such 
as Bourdieu (1986) and Coleman (1988). This approach is sci-
entifically significant, as the recognition of the need for care in 
the management of social and gender policy implies –on the one 
hand– accepting that care is a form of social capital, beyond in-
tangible components such as skills and knowledge, and –on the 
other– institutionalizing and externalizing care as a basic need 
for citizens in capitalist economies. On the basis of these consid-
erations on gender and care, the processes of social and insti-
tutional transformation of market economies can be explained 
by applying the analytical model of Polanyi (1944).  The idea is 
that the accumulation of social capital (networks of care-based 
relational solidarity) by citizens can enable them to cooperate 
and transform their skills into capacities (Sen, 1989, 1999). 

Conclusion
This paper contributes to the theoretical debates about gender 
equality through the concepts of welfare regime and gender re-
gime. The theoretical debate presented in this article provide 
new ideas about care (as a form of social capital) to incorporate 

to the reflexion on the typology of welfare regime and gender 
regime.  The various ways in which the welfare states have in-
corporated these ideas on gender have led to different models 
of action in social and gender policy, as well as to different forms 
of resilience and cooperation devised by citizens in response to 
the crisis. The analysis of these new forms of cooperation of in-
dividuals and families on the basis of care is a new theoretical 
contribution to comparative sociology of gender and welfare re-
gime is yet to develop. We hope that the theoretical contribution 
of this article contributes to extend the reflection and debate on 
the welfare regime from a gender perspective.

In short, the future of the welfare states and social cohesion in 
the current context of cutbacks in social expenditure in Europe 
depends, among other factors, on the incorporation of the gen-
der dimension into family policies of care through the acknowl-
edgement of the responsibility of men, women, markets, States 
and communities in providing care as a form of social capital. 
Only in this way will it be possible to advance in the welfare and 
well-being of its citizens. 


