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Abstract 
 

The starting point for the thesis is the striking difference between the mixes of 
family policies in the two post-communist countries: Hungary and Poland. I argue that 
Poland can be best viewed as a case of implicit familialism, and Hungary as a case of 
what I call, optional familialism. Polish family policy is largely residual in the sense 
that social programs in Poland leave the sphere of care almost solely to the family.  In 
Hungary, in contrast, we find a much more ‘progressive’ family support system with 
relatively generous benefits and services in support of women and childcare.  

In my view, the differences in family policy between these two countries are in 
themselves substantively interesting.  We need to know more about family policies in 
this part of the world.  But I am also interested in explaining these differences. I find it 
puzzling that these two countries share broadly common historical experiences having 
both undergone massive and similar regime changes over the past 50 years – yet 
appear to have developed such different policy systems.  It would be reasonable to 
expect that they would have similar social (and in this case: family) policies. What we 
find, however, is that in spite of the common political and economic transformations - 
from early democratizing nations, to communist dictatorships, and finally to capitalist 
democracies - family policies have followed remarkably consistent patterns in each 
country. Indeed, the family policy regimes found today in each of these countries have 
more in common with the regimes found in each country 50 years ago than they do 
with each other. The question is: why?  

My main argument is that the development of family policies in Hungary and 
Poland is the example of a path-dependent institutional evolution. Following the 
authors that have recently emphasised the role of agency, the thesis presents family 
policy development in these two countries as the case of an agent-based mechanism of 
institutional evolution. In particular, I describe the role of different kinds of actors in 
defining the problems and providing solutions within the field of professional and 
family life. Furthermore, the mechanism focuses on the role of public bureaucrats 
playing with the formal and informal rules governing the administrative mode of 
operation. 
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