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Abstract

Profound changes in families and in employment patterns challenge the conven-
tional view of work and family as two separate spheres, and finding a balance
between them has become vitally important in economic, social, and even demo-
graphic terms for today’s societies. Current trends also potentially alter families’
role in societies’ stratification system and overall inequality. Only recently research
started to systematically link demographic and employment behavior and the
family to the consequences for societies’ inequality structure. Often the empirical
impact is much less straightforward than parts of the literature suggest, and
for a detailed understanding lifetime inequality and stratification rather than
distributional inequality will need to gain major attention.

INTRODUCTION

A number of profound changes in families and in employment patterns
challenge the conventional view of work and family as two separate
spheres, and finding a balance between them has become vitally important
in economic, social, and even demographic terms for today’s societies.
Changing women’s (employment) behavior, leading to the (re)emergence
of different work–family types and potentially new work–family equilibria,
requires innovative welfare solutions to support it. It has been argued
that on the societal level, periods of change, starting from some domains,
might come with (temporary) instability, frictions, and potentially negative
externalities (such as reduced fertility) until broader adaption processes
bring back a new, self-reinforcing, equilibrium. Transformation processes
and new “equilibria”1 might go hand in hand with changes in families’ role

1. The basic idea is that, induced through external shocks, societiesmight go through periods of unsta-
ble equilibria until they find a new, endogenously reinforcing stable equilibrium. The example might be
the transition from a traditional male-breadwinner, female-homemaker model toward a gender-equal,
dual-income family. Low fertility is taken as an indicator of the absence of a stable equilibrium
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in societies’ stratification system, altering their (re)distributing capacities
and thus potentially overall inequality. Some scholars (Esping-Andersen,
2007) claim this “silent revolution” brought with it much more profound
consequences for economic and social life and societies’ inequality structure
than the much discussed process of “globalization.”
Sociologists and economists have been concerned with changing family

forms, women’s employment, and its possible drivers. Demographers have
concentrated on trends in family formation and fertility. However, an inte-
grated view considering jointly economic, social, and demographic behavior
and the concomitant structural and cultural changes is still underdeveloped.
Little attention has also been devoted so far to the social consequences
of changes in employment and family behavior and the related needs for
new welfare responses. This essay focuses on some profound changes
in employment and family formation/fertility witnessed by advanced
industrial nations over recent decades, and its implications. After a brief
presentation of the major changes we review the drivers, and then examine
the consequences of these changes in terms of social and economic inequali-
ties. The essay concludes with some promising lines for future research. The
focus is on European countries, but most of the results hold for all advanced
industrial societies.

SOCIAL CHANGE AND ITS DRIVERS

CHANGING (WOMEN’S) EMPLOYMENT

The move of women into paid employment has been one of the defining eco-
nomic and social developments of recent decades. With the rise in women’s
employment and especially of those with family obligations, the majority
of European and North American mothers now combine employment and
family care (of children and increasingly also of frail elderly) and a further
expansion is endorsed by the Lisbon and Stockholm targets (the strategic
targets set by the European Council 2000 and 2010). However, differences
between European countries are still marked, with female employment rang-
ing from over 70% in the Scandinavian countries or France to around 40% in
the Mediterranean countries (European Commission, 2010). The same diver-
sity, accordingly, holds for the distribution of different household employ-
ment patterns: dual-income families today account for the vast majority in
Scandinavian countries and North America, but only a minority of house-
holds in southern Europe.

(Esping-Andersen, Boertien, Bonke, & Gracia, 2013). This systemic macroview, though, easily takes the
stand of modernization theories, implicitly assuming a necessary development, uniform to all societies,
yet staggered in time. It further assumes the possibility to (normatively) judge which states constitute
equilibria and which do not.
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One of themain drivers ofwomen’s increased participation in paid employ-
ment has been educational expansion, and large parts of the persisting coun-
try differences (or differences between social groups) can be explained by
differences in educational levels. Regarding the macrocontext, family poli-
cies and fiscal incentives seem to play a key role in shaping women’s labor
supply and in facilitating the reconciliation of work and family (Daly, 2000).
Despite continuous efforts on the EU level—work–family-reconciliation has
been on the political EU agenda since the early 1990s—these policies remain
extremely uneven across European welfare states and are notoriously under-
developed in southern European countries, where the kind of subprotec-
tive and pension-biased welfare acts as a systematic disincentive to mother’s
labor market participation as well as to family formation (Billari, Kohler,
Andersson, & Lundström, 2007). More on the demand side, the size of the
(market and public) service sector, and the availability of part-time jobs seem
to foster mothers’ employment.

CHANGING FAMILIES

Among the most documented changes regarding the family is the decline
in fertility (notwithstanding nonnegligible country differences) due to the
general postponement of family formation, often combined with fewer chil-
dren. This lead to an increase in single households and, together with the
increased life expectancy, a general aging of the populations of advanced
societies (OECD, 2000). Other well-documented trends regard the increasing
diffusion of “new” family forms sidewith traditional marriage, the increased
instability of partnerships, and the consequently increasing overall plurality
of family forms and more heterogeneous family life courses. These funda-
mental changes in the demographic structure of populations put the equilib-
rium of current societies under pressure, and changes in families come with
major implications and consequences for inequality, as we shall see.
Family trends are mostly explained in terms of changes in personal values

and preferences (not least driven by increased education and structural
changes). Especially, the theory of the second demographic transition
has received considerable attention. Recently, cultural explanations for
employment and family behavior have become increasingly popular, even
in research streams traditionally more concerned with structural effects
(Fernández, 2014; Fernández & Fogli, 2009; Polavieja, 2015). That cultural
aspects prove to be relevant with regard to family and employment is
hardly surprising. However, increasing efforts are being made to quantify
these “cultural effects,” mainly through the innovative idea of importing
epidemiological methods in social sciences. The basic assumption is that
cultural traits are transmitted stably across and within generations and
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(therefore) differ systematically between groups. By comparing migrants,
who carry their cultural traits to different contexts, to the native population,
it becomes possible to identify the effects of culture. Focusing on individual
values and preferences, this approach easily misses the aggregate level
of culture and its socially built character. Further, the interplay between
cultural and structural factors and their change over time (and generations)
becomes particularly interesting in order to understand not only when
and through which channels cultural diversities translate into macrolevel
differences, but also how the intergenerational transmission of cultural traits
in turn leads to cultural and values change.
However, when it comes to children, family preferences appear to have

remained relatively stable and are more similar across countries than
realized fertility, leading to lower birth rates than citizens would desire
(Fahey, 2008), and suggesting external drivers rather than individual value
change (Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015) at the roots of (some of) the
observed changes in family behavior. The explanation of family behavior
thus increasingly points toward the effect of macrocontextual factors, both
normative, such as gender norms, and structural, such as the availability of
childcare facilities (Ahn & Mira, 2002; Arpino, Esping-Andersen, & Pessin,
2015; Guetto, Luijkx, & Scherer, 2015). A considerable amount of research
has shown that welfare state policies can favor maternity by simplifying
work–family reconciliation and thus reducing the opportunity costs of
motherhood. Some research underlines the heterogeneity of these policy
effects (Del Boca, Pasqua, & Pronzato, 2009), showing how they vary
among different groups of women and are of particular relevance for the
less advantaged and the less-well-educated women. Being aware of these
heterogeneous effects is a substantive step forward to better target policy
interventions.

WORK AND FAMILY AND THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CONTEXT

Many advanced industrial countries, in particular in Europe and Northern
America, experienced simultaneously an increase in women’s employment
and the decline in fertility, resulting in an apparent trade-off between the
two, and the assumption that women either limit their fertility in order to
accommodate their labor force activity or adjust their labor force behavior to
their fertility choices. This is in line with the argumentation of Becker (1991),
who expectedwomen’s increased earning power to result in reduced fertility
due to increased opportunity costs for child-rearing. However, opportunity
costs (particularly high for high-educated women) can be significantly
lowered, for instance by policies, or by more collaborative behavior of the
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partner. Indeed, since the mid-1980s, there is a positive macrolevel corre-
lation between female workforce participation and fertility rates (Ahn &
Mira, 2002): women have (more) children where they can combine work and
family. The positive (macro) correlation has been attributed to the reduced
incompatibility between motherhood and employment due to increasingly
supportive social policies—obviously with more success in some countries
than in others. The result is that most developed (Myrskyla, Kohler, &
Billari, 2009), secularized, gender-egalitarian societies nowadays have the
highest female labor market participation rates and the highest fertility,
while states still obstructing work–family reconciliation are characterized
by high rigidity of the family formation process and low fertility levels.
These considerations about the work–family interface underline the neces-

sity to adopt a multilevel perspective, going beyond individual’s situation.
In addition to institutional and cultural contexts, the family/household
level (DiPrete, 2005) needs to gain major attention as decisions on time
allocation often take place at the household level and are taken jointly by
partners. This broughtmen back into the focus. Several authors have recently
focused on issues of gender equality (Arpino et al., 2015; Esping-Andersen
& Billari, 2015; Esping-Andersen et al., 2013), arguing that aggregate levels
of gender equity as well as equality in the contributions of work among
partners (housework, care, and market work) are vital for establishing
new and positive work–family “equilibria.” This literature largely explains
the drop in fertility with a “not yet complete revolution”—basically the
inadequate adaptation by men to the changes in women’s behavior, and
therefore in nuce also in society—and posits that only after a completed
change in gender roles, leading to higher levels of gender equality and
equity a new, work–family “equilibrium,” including higher fertility rates,
could be reached. Support for this argument comes from findings showing
that men’s involvement in the family differs significantly between social
groups, over the life course and across countries, and how a more active
role of men within the home increases partners’ well-being and fertility. The
very unequal distribution of household chores would then contribute to
explaining the particularly low fertility rates of more traditional societies,
for example, in southern Europe.
While aspects of employment and the family are separately well docu-

mented, their interrelations and the consequences for individuals (micro),
families (meso), and society (macro) have received less attention. The devel-
opments show that the net division betweenwork and family, even as a topic
of research, is out of date2 and that a systematic multilevel perspective is

2. These changes also make it difficult to sustain the policy/welfare assumptions based on the tradi-
tional model of two stable parents and a net division between a male breadwinner and a female house-
keeper.
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indispensable. To understand employment and family decisions, a focus on
the interdependency of decision-making processes of household members
is needed, bringing a meso-level to the forefront. An additional challenge
lies in the more systematic investigation and integration of cultural and
structural explanations.

INTERCHANGES AND CONSEQUENCES

A multilevel perspective is necessary to understand not only the reasons for
social changes but also their consequences. The developments in families and
employment have an impact on individuals, their families, as well as on the
social and economic inequality structure of societies. Further, an integrated
perspective needs to take into account all the three interacting institutions
structuring inequalities: state, market, and the family. In many ways, the
family is where different institutions meet and combine their effects, as well
as being an inequality shaping and generating institution itself. Studying
families thus offers a clearer focus on societal changes. The recent research
on work–family balances can probably be classified in two categories: those
looking at the interaction of different spheres and those investigating conse-
quences for societies’ inequality structure.

MARKET, FAMILY, AND WELFARE

The labor market plays a crucial role in affecting people’s lives and its
changes and related consequences thus have implications for families in
many ways. One of the major recent changes regards the so-called process of
flexibilization. Most research has focused on the employment consequences
for individuals, but recently, demographic aspects and the function of
families to buffer market risks has been given more attention. For most of
the population, labor income is the main if not the only source of income.
Therefore, employment instability of its members will affect entire families
with possible severe long-term consequences for future generations. Yet, the
overall social and economic consequences of increased market insecurity on
families and societies will depend not only on the household (employment)
situation but also on the broader welfare context.

The Role of the Family for Risk Coping: Accumulation of Risks or Compensation?
The consideration of the employment situation of households immediately
leads to the question whether and to what extent the household/family
has the capacity to compensate for specific market risks (such as unstable
employment or income loss) or if rather patterns of risk accumulation within
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the household prevail. Through the redistribution of economic resources, the
family has a certain capacity to cope and compensate for individuals’ risks
and thus to reduce social inequality. Indeed, taking into consideration the
pooling of resources and economies of scale, the distribution of household
income is considerably more equal than the distribution of individual
incomes. Nonetheless, depending on how individuals group into house-
holds (such as through assortative mating), risks might also accumulate
and consequently accentuate income inequality and social stratification
(Greenwood, Guner, Kocharkov, & Santos, 2014).
Although research on compensation strategies within households is rather

rare (DiPrete, 2002), the literature suggests that the rise in dual-earner
households has led to an increasing divide between working-poor and
working-rich households, not least due to the fact that employment
marginality appears to accumulate among partners (Grotti & Scherer, 2014).
Research on coupled careers suggests that the way employment situations of
the partners influence each other strongly depends on the national context
such as the social security situation and the tax system (Blossfeld & Drobnič,
2001). Further empirical investigations are required to determine the extent
to which accumulation or compensation prevails, what the drivers might
be, and what the (long-term) consequences will be for societies.

Employment Situations, Demographic Behavior, and Poverty. One of the
long-term consequences regards fertility decisions. Commitments, such
as marriage or parenthood, usually require some stable occupational and
economic basis. The increased instability of employment careers, especially
when concentrated among households in the reproductive years, may thus
lead to a postponement of fertility decisions. This uncertainty, however, is
not unavoidable. The literature shows that it may be mediated by different
types of institutional contexts: the nature and generosity of the welfare sys-
tem, the specific nature of family arrangements and family policies, and even
by themarket and its regulation (or deregulation). Stable employment seems
particularly important in those contexts where neither state nor market
provide solutions, and the family remains the main provider of services and
well-being (Barbieri, Bozzon, Scherer, Grotti, & Lugo, 2015). The increasing
importance of (continuous) labor market attachment of women to guarantee
social, psychological and, not least, economic well-being is also due to the
increasing poverty risks linked to demographic events—at least in southern
Europe. This brings the household situation to the forefront, again, and
the importance of the family for risk coping and resource (re)distribution.
Research needs to be extended in this direction, in order to better understand
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the role of the family as an inequality-generating institution and its interplay
with the (labor) market and the (welfare) state.
Research onpoverty traditionally pays attention to the families/households

by establishing poverty on the basis of equivalent household income. The
integration of poverty research with labor market change, welfare state,
and the family thus poses an interesting challenge. A step in this direction
is research on “in work poverty,” pointing to the importance of a joint
consideration of both partners’ employment situation in the household.
Another extension lies in the connection of family events and poverty
(Vandecasteele, 2015), especially the risk of becoming poor after the arrival
of a new family member (Barbieri & Bozzon, 2016). Research on poverty
is also among the most obvious examples of how today’s situations affect
tomorrow’s societies. There is clear evidence that childhood well-being is
a key determinant of how well someone will do as an adult. Furthermore,
as children usually grow up in families, families necessarily are at the
center of possible causes and interventions. Dual-worker parenthood is
the most efficient protection to keep families out of poverty and to protect
their offspring against the intergenerational transmission of social and
economic risks (OECD, 2008). The inclusion of women/mothers in the labor
market, particularly in contexts of less developed welfare, is a viable route
to shelter families from economic hardship and to buffer, to some extent, the
consequences of employment insecurity. To the extent that the well-being of
children is enhanced by living in economically stable families, this will have
consequences for coming generations and future societies.
Decades of research on social stratification has confirmed the fundamental

role of the family in generating social inequality by providing members with
resources and chances. Still in the twenty-first century, the family of origin
remains of central importance for shaping life chances of its members, espe-
cially of the offspring. This “long arm of the family of origin” does not end
with educational or occupational achievement but also intervenes in the pro-
cess of intergenerational transmission of social risks and economic privileges.
Given the increasingly unequal distribution of resources among families and
cohorts, this might widen social cleavages.

CHANGING FAMILIES AND SOCIETIES INEQUALITY STRUCTURE

It has been extensively argued that changes in demographic and employ-
ment behavior should come with major implications for the inequality
structure and therefore with long-term consequences for societies (Blossfeld,
2007). A surge in inequality shall influence not only the distribution of
living standards today but also the opportunity structure for subsequent
generations. The more unequal family income is, the greater the inequalities
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in parental investment in their children. Not without reason, the more equal
countries usually perform much better. Against this backdrop, it becomes
relevant to identify more precisely how recent changes affect the inequality
structure of societies. The increase in economic inequalities witnessed over
recent decades (though with substantial differences between countries), and
the reconsideration of the cost of inequality, lead to an extensive discussion
about the drivers (OECD, 2008, 2011; van de Werfhorst & Salverda, 2012).
A series of (macro)economic explanations have been proposed, involving
globalization and technological progress. Employment and demographic
behavior have been given limited attention so far. Once again, the house-
hold constitutes the more adequate unit of analysis. Households pool and
redistribute different incomes of its members and have, according to their
(economic) composition, very different economic situations and capacities.
Societies with identical inequality on the individual level could nevertheless
have very different inequality between households depending on how
individuals combine in households. Consequently, changes in the popula-
tion structure (such as the increase of single households), in the sorting of
individuals with certain characteristics in households, and variations in the
distribution of households due to changes in the behavior of individuals
(such as the growth of double income households due to increased women’s
employment, or the increase in childless households) will affect income
inequality and the income structure of societies (Breen & Salazar, 2011).3

The literature dealingwith the inequality consequences of social, economic,
and demographic phenomena focuses almost entirely on distributional
inequality, that is, the unequal distribution of resources at a given point
in time. Very few authors touch on consequences for social stratification
(Goldthorpe, 2010) and its change, and even fewer combine this with a
longitudinal perspective when conceptualizing life-course inequalities and
their origin processes and perpetuation mechanisms, though these are,
sociologically speaking, the most relevant issues. According to the perma-
nent income theory, life cycle income is defined as the expected long-term
average household income and it proves to be of substantive stability over
time, despite unpredictability of temporal fluctuations. Yet, societies differ
in the extent to which their institutional structure promotes stability in
household living conditions over the life course, and in the mechanisms for
achieving this stability (DiPrete, 2002). An individual’s position in the social
stratification is the result of processes of accumulation of (dis)advantages
over the life course and the potential compensation mechanisms of family
and state.

3. The standard assumption is that individuals share their resources within the household.
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So far, most attention has been directed to economic inequality and the
literature has concentrated on the consequences of three aspects related to
changes in the work–family equilibrium: changes in the demographic com-
position of households, the increase in women’s market participation, and
the increased similarity among partners.

Changes in Demographic Factors and its Consequences. Demographic changes
include the reduction in the size of households originating from a long-term
trend of declining fertility, and, more relevant here, the increase in
single-member households. The latter is mainly attributed to the increase in
people who have never married/cohabiting, or are divorced, separated, or
widowed. This trend is widely thought to be an important contributor to the
growth in inequality (Esping-Andersen, 2007; OECD, 2008, 2011; Salverda,
Nolan, & Smeeding, 2009). Single-headed households, and particularly lone
parents, are at a disadvantage compared with couple-headed households
because they cannot profit from the redistribution of resources or economies
of scale, making them more vulnerable to life-course risks, such as job loss.
Furthermore, single-parent families are generally close to the bottom of the
income distribution, so that if their numbers increase it is likely to worsen
inequality. The changes in the household structure since the 1970s is thought
to be responsible for about 20–40% of the inequality increase in the United
States (Martin, 2006).

Increased Similarities betweenMen andWomen, Changes in Employment Patterns,
and the Consequences. In advanced industrialized countries, men andwomen
have become increasingly similar over recent decades in terms of their edu-
cation, employment, and earnings. Among the reasons are educational
expansion, the increased educational homogamy among partners (Blossfeld,
2009) and (consequently) changing gender roles, and supporting a more
equal sharing of housework among partners (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010). The
fact that earnings represent the main source of household income implies
that changes in households’ economic composition have consequences on
the distribution of income among households and therefore in societies.
Given the family’s role in redistributing resources, increased equality within
households, that is, the accumulation of (un)favorable situations has been
expected to increase inequality between households. Other things being
equal, a positive correlation in earnings among household members (mainly
partners) should therefore lead to higher inequality and potentially to
a polarization of households. Conversely, negative correlation of earn-
ings among partners—for instance, due to nonemployment of the female
partner, in line with Becker’s (1991) idea of economic specialization of
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partners—would then imply lower levels of inequality within society (Breen
& Salazar, 2011). The way in which the partners’ employment and eco-
nomic situations influence each other clearly also depends on the national,
institutional context. Moreover, the detailed outcome in terms of inequality
depends on the income concept being investigated (Atkinson & Brandolini,
2010).
The observed increase in women’s labor market participation contributes

to the changing economic composition and income capacity of households.
Several studies deal with the consequences of rising female labor market
participation on economic inequality (cf. Harkness, 2013 for an overview).
However, whether the increase in female labor market participation allevi-
ates or exacerbates inequality largely depends on the characteristics of those
women who have increased their participation. Recent evidence suggests
that increasing overall female employment reduces inequality, but results are
still inconclusive in that contrasting findings emerge from the literature. Part
of this heterogeneous picture is due to the crucial role of national and histor-
ical contexts and the use of different income concepts.
The increased similarity between men and women also has to do with

the increased similarity in incomes of men and women in general and the
incomes of partners in particular. Studies focusing on the consequences of
partners’ earnings similarity provide mixed findings. Indeed, some authors
attribute a relevant role to changes in partners’ similarity for inequality
(Reed & Cancian, 2012; Schwartz, 2010), while others recognize they only
have a trivial role (Larrimore, 2014). So far, few studies have focused on
countries other than the United States and they show limited or even
equalizing effects (Chen, Forster, & Llena-Nozal, 2016). In sum, empirical
results vary between countries and over time. A systematic international
and longitudinal comparison is still lacking. In conclusion, while changes
in employment and family behavior potentially alter societies’ inequality
structure, the empirical impact is much less straightforward than some parts
of the literature suggest.

KEY ISSUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Understanding macroprocesses and micromechanisms underlying the
changing work–family equilibria and the consequences for the inequality
structures is of relevance for the future of advanced societies. It implies
working through various broader research streams of different disciplines
and with different theoretical models. This systematic integration of inter-
disciplinary perspectives presents challenges for the future. The family is
the central unit in which the different analytical levels, areas, and spheres
combine; it lies at the intersection between welfare, work, and demographic
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changes, so that it is vital to systematically and jointly consider the family as
(i) the unit of analysis, (ii) a meso-context in which decisions are taken, and
(iii) an inequality-generating institution.
Although it is true that the underlying processes have to be understood

at the individual level, it is equally true that individuals cannot be concep-
tualized as isolated actors but are in fact embedded in a social context, most
importantly their family, inwhich resources are bundled and reallocated. The
integration of individual, meso-, and macroinstitutional contexts over time
and in the stringent life-course perspective can contribute to our theoreti-
cal understanding of both emerging inequalities and the policy instruments
to redress them. So far, both an integrative perspective and a straightforward
international comparison are lacking. At present, there appear to be twomain
lines for future research.
The first concerns our understanding of the reasons for ongoing changes

and requires an integration of institutional, structural, and cultural explana-
tions, and their interactions. This emerging field is often referred to as cultural
economics (Fernández & Fogli, 2009), but it extends into sociology as well
(Polavieja, 2015), challenging our disciplinary borders. This will not least
allow for a better understanding of which social policies work and whom
they benefit.While it cannot be the task of policies to alter individuals’ values
and preferences, it can still be useful to understand in which way incentive
structures might be more or less helpful for different social groups with dif-
ferent preference structures.
The second aspect regards the consequences and the detailed under-

standing of the impact of the new work–family equilibria on the long-term
inequality structure of European societies. Most research focuses on eco-
nomic well-being, but this should be extended to cover more social and
subjective aspects. A multidimensional approach is therefore needed.
Further, from a substantive point of view, it is not so much the overall

amount of distributional inequality at a certain point in time that is prob-
lematic for societies—as long as less favorable situations are only a short
transitory stage they might be relatively innocuous. What really matters
for individuals’ life chances, families’ well-being and societies as a whole,
are lifetime inequalities (Gangl, 2005) and the long-lasting concentration of
social risks on specific subgroups or social classes. This brings stratification
rather than distributional inequality in the forefront. Future research on
family demography and economic situations will increasingly need to con-
sider the factors, processes, and mechanisms structuring risks and chances
in order to assess inequalities in socially meaningful ways, as inequality
is inherent in prevailing forms of institutionalized social relations, such as
the family (Goldthorpe, 2010). Steps in this direction are studies linking
social reproduction and demographic mechanisms (prospective models
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of social reproduction, Lawrence & Breen, (forthcoming)), or looking at
life course “trigger” events and the stratification of their consequences in
context (Barbieri & Bozzon, 2016; Grotti, 2016). In the future, a comparative,
multidimensional, multilevel, interdisciplinary, and longitudinal dynamic
approach is needed. And great data!
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