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The worldwide extension of public insurance constitutes a key economic phenomenon 

that has translated into significant welfare gains for covered populations. Despite this, its 

impact has been uneven and there are currently non-trivial differences in the levels and forms 

of welfare provision. Therefore, it seems clear that path-dependencies and welfare traditions 

are still shaping the present forms of social insurance (Esping-Andersen, 1990).  

The persistence of differences in welfare provision constitutes the core of social 

convergence debates. The literature has been especially fruitful in analyzing the effects on 

social policy of recent phenomena such as the last wave of economic globalization (Myles 

and Pierson, 2001; Rodrik, 1997; 1998; Hicks, 1999; Agell, 1999; 2002; Alsasua et al., 

2007). Most of this research has concentrated on the cases of individuals with complete work 

histories and taking pensions as the object of analysis, since they arguably constitute the most 

important welfare state item, either in terms of their impact on covered populations or the 

amount of public spending devoted to them (EC, 2006). This perspective leaves aside those 

workers with interrupted histories who, as a consequence of the calculation rules applied 

pension regimes, see their pension incomes drop. One of the groups most affected by this 

phenomenon are women, partly because of longer periods of inactivity due to child rearing 

and care duties, as well as labour market segmentation (Dion, 2008: 137-8; James et al., 

2003; Leitner, 2001). From a more general perspective, the recent changes in labour 

paradigms towards more casual work only add relevance to the problem of interrupted work 

histories and the adaptation of pension systems to this reality. 

 My proposal aims at approaching the social convergence debate from a long-run 

perspective in order to identify the historical trends in the evolution of family protection and 
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gender-related provisions during the twentieth century. In particular, I will build a database 

of pension legislation for a sample of countries to simulate pension outcomes for type 

individuals in each country and point in time (ILO, US SSA; similar methodology in 

Johnson, 1999; Palme, 1990). In this framework, the cross-country analysis will help us to 

understand the trends in international convergence of pension systems, whereas the within-

country (among different earnings levels) will reveal the evolution of inequality in each of 

the cases studied.  

In the light of the abovementioned problem related to incomplete work histories, I 

propose to explore, for the sample of countries under study, where and when pension 

calculation rules were most/least ready to “forgive” work interruptions by looking at the 

difference between ‘complete history’ pensions and interrupted ones. The latter would 

correspond to the type case of a (female) worker with a certain number of children and 

unemployment periods. The hypothesis to test is whether pension systems have tended 

towards lower gaps between the two variables and if cross-country differences have also 

decreased.  

Nevertheless, protection systems provide some counterparts to this problem in the 

form of contribution refunds or family support mechanisms (Frericks and Maier, 2008; Barr 

and Diamond, 2008: 140-144). Therefore, I will also examine if these compensating tools 

were effective in correcting for the losses caused by employment interruptions. In this way, it 

will be possible to identify the countries (or worlds of welfare) that were most favorable to 

family policy and if, from the long-run, cross-country perspective, there is a common trend 

towards increased family protection.   

   

 
References 
 
 
-Agell, Jonas (1999): ‘On the benefits from rigid labour markets: norms, market failures and 

social insurance’, The Economic Journal, 109, February, pp. 143-164 

-Agell, Jonas (2002): ‘On the determinants of labour market institutions: rent seeking vs 

social insurance’, German Economic Review, 3, 2, pp. 107-135. 



 3

-Alsasua, Jesús; Javier Bilbao-Ubillos and Jon Olaskoaga (2007): ‘The EU integration 

process and the convergence of social protection benefits at national level’, International 

Journal of Social Welfare, 2007, 16, pp. 297-306 

-Barr, Nicholas and Peter Diamond (2008): Reforming pensions. Principles and policy 

choices, Oxford University Press, New York.  

-Dion, Michelle (2008): ‘Pension reform and gender inequality’, in Stephen J. Kay and 

Tapen Sinha (eds.): Lessons from pension reform in the Americas, Oxford University Press, 

Oxford, pp. 134-163 

-European Commission (2006): The impact of ageing on public expenditure: projections for 

the EU25 Member States on pensions, health care, long-term care, education and 

unemployment transfers (2004-2050), special report nº1/2006, available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/epc/documents/2006/ageingreport_en.pdf, last accessed 

December 1st 2008. 

-Esping-Andersen, Gøsta (1990): The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism, Princeton 

University Press, Princeton. 

-Frericks, Patricia and Robert Maier (2008): ‘The gender pension gap. Effects of norms and 

reform policies’, in Camila Arza and Martin Kohli (eds.): Pension reform in Europe. Politics, 

policies and outcomes, Routledge, London, pp. 175-195 

-Hicks, Alexander (1999): Social democracy and welfare capitalism. A century of income 

security politics, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York. 

-International Labour Organization: Social Security programs throughout the world, ILO, 

Geneva, several years.  

-James, Estelle; Alejandra Cox Edwards and Rebeca Wong (2003): ‘The gender impact of 

pension reform’, Journal of Pension Economics and Finance, 2, 2, pp. 181-219 

-Johnson, Paul (1999): ‘The measurement of social security convergence: The case of 

European Public Pension Systems since 1950’, Journal of Social Policy, 28, 4, pp. 595-618 

-Leitner, Sigrid (2001) : ‘Sex and gender discrimination within EU pension systems’, Journal 

of European Social Policy, 11, 2, pp. 99-115 

-Myles, John and Paul Pierson (2001): ‘The Comparative Political Economy of Pension 

Reform’, in Pierson, P. (ed.): The New Politics of the Welfare State, Oxford University Press, 

New York, pp. 305-333. 



 4

-Palme, Joakim (1990): Pension rights in welfare capitalism. The development of old-age 

pensions in 18 OECD countries, 1930 to 1985, Swedish Institute for Social Research, 14, 

Stockholm.  

-Rodríguez Cabrero, Gregorio (2004): El Estado del Bienestar en España. Debates, 

desarrollo y retos, Editorial Fundamentos, Madrid.   

-Rodrik, Dani (1998): ‘Why do more open economies have larger governments?’, Journal of 

Political Economy, 106, pp. 997-1032 

-Rodrik, Dani (1997): Has globalization gone too far?, Institute for International Economics, 

Washington DC 

-US Social Security Administration: Social security programs throughout the world, US 

Department of Health and Human Services, Washington, several years. 


