Society needs to find a different way of living, concludes research report

Society has changed so much it needs new timetables to allow people to fit the demands of their job in with all their other commitments, according to a report from Leeds University which is being studied in Westminster.
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Work and social services have to follow the entertainments business in the direction of becoming 24-hour operations and employers must be pushed into catering more for part-timers and job-sharers, says the report Rethinking Families.

The 96-page document sums up five years of research on a project called Care, Values and the Future of Welfare (CAVA for short), which is due to finish this December.

The research has been directed by Fiona Williams, professor of social policy at Leeds, working with her counterpart at Bradford University, Simon Duncan.

Prof Williams says today's society is vastly different from the one the welfare state was designed for – mainly because of divorce and female wage-earners – but politics is still to catch up.

A divorced mother of grown children, she has drawn evidence from 500 hours of interviews with 400 people – most of them in Yorkshire.
Prof Williams says the breakdown of traditional family structures has not reduced people's commitments.

"People take their morals less from the church and state and there is much talk of the decline of family values. But we found no loss of commitment," she said.

"Families are developing 'practical ethics' of care and support, in which there is blurring between kin, ex-kin, sexual partners and friends. People negotiate the right thing to do. Whether talking about divorce or getting the baby looked after while at work, what many people share is a weighing up of the situation, rather than an abstract moral imperative. They ask, 'How can I manage this'?"

She says Government policies on welfare, transport, education and employment, have failed to keep up with the changing face of society.

"We still operate on male bread-winning times – nine to five or six, with someone at home looking after all their other responsibilities. That's no longer the reality, but the pattern of work has not, essentially, changed." 

She added: "What would fit with many people's lives is a system of annualised hours – or even hours over a lifetime, so you could 'bank' time when you're working more, to make up for periods when care or other commitments are greater. 

"This would also do away with potential conflicts between parents and non-parents – with the latter group thinking the former is getting a better deal."

Prof Williams believes Ministers could follow Continental examples. In Holland, both parents of children under six are entitled to go to three-quarters-time working, so they can share child-care, and the state subsidises employers' costs. In the Italian city of Modena, a residents' conference re-organised health services to better suit working mothers.

The £1.3m CAVA project was paid for by the government's general-purpose research funding agency, the Economic and Social Research Council.

Rethinking Families is published by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation at £6 and can be ordered at centralbooks.co.uk

