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Mad Men family policy
The Harper record on taxation and child care

Kate Bezanson1

Introduction

I begIn thIs chapter with the problem that Canada has no coherent family policy 

and that nine years of Conservative government approaches to federalism and so-

cial policy have made building family policy harder. I then explore the contested 

political topic of families, particularly what families stand for in political discourse 

and in policy proposals. Turning to the policy level, I consider the kinds of poli-

cies related to families that animate recent public debates. I begin to deconstruct 

why certain policies, particularly those related to tax credits and rebates, have 

such resonance and therefore must be taken seriously. I conclude that families re-

quire meaningful support that fosters real choices between equivalent high qual-

ity options, from affordable child care to family-oriented labour market policies.

Federalism and a patchwork approach to families

Canada has a patchwork approach to family policy. This patchwork reflects at least 

four variables:

• a general preference for policies in which the work of caring for people is 

done privately in households or paid for in the market;
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• a philosophical orientation that values “liberty and property at the expense 

of solidaristic and child-centred values,”2 as evidenced by a significant tol-

erance for high rates of child poverty;

• a constitutional inheritance that largely locates the delivery of social sup-

port and goods in the hands of provinces/territories; and

• a political and policy process that dichotomizes families, particularly moth-

ers, as either labour market actors or caregivers.

Our decentralized political structure is most often cited as the explanation for our 

“patchwork” approach. Under the federal Conservatives, policy choices related 

to families reflect a more rigid understanding of federalism.3 “Open federalism,” 

a term employed by Prime Minister Stephen Harper, involves a strong adherence 

to the constitutional division of powers between federal and provincial/territorial 

governments.4 This vision views social reproduction as provincial and local, and 

understands the federal role as related to commerce, the military and corrections.5 

This is illustrated in the preference to build common identity by celebrating sym-

bols such as the military and the monarchy, and not using social programs to fos-

ter pan-Canadian identity.

Open federalism has consequences: first, it has reduced fiscal room for exist-

ing and new social policy initiatives; second, it locates the costs of caregiving in 

families or in markets; and finally, it has made variations in services and support 

among provinces and territories more acceptable. While ensuring a minimal role 

for the federal state in the “messy, fleshy stuff”6 of social and labour market policy 

and regulation, open federalism also promotes policies aimed at one specific nu-

clear family form.7 This cementing of boundaries weakens the development of a co-

herent approach to family policies. Given a federal shift away from expert and re-

search-led policy formulation, this weakening likely means that how well a policy 

proposal is sold can determine federal support for families. The Family is a power-

ful political invocation that often stands in for other policy goals. How families are 

talked about matters because what we say affects what we get.

What we say is what we get

In the lead-up to the 2015 federal election, families were front and centre. A key 

Conservative campaign slogan was “stand up for families,”8 Liberals “put them 

first”9 and the New Democratic Party (nDP) “gives them a break.”10 References to 

middle class families were particularly prominent, although working families also 

regularly emerge.11,12 Back on the Liberal and nDP policy menus were proposals 



The Harper Record 2008–2015 | Social Policy  219

to reinvigorate a national system of early learning and care, while increased cash 

payments to families with children, a selection of family related tax breaks, and 

family income tax splitting were served on the Conservative side. What happens 

in the field of child care hinges in many ways on this discursive, fraught, often bit-

ter fight about what families are and what they represent.

Ideas matter in the construction of social policy.13 Ideas about families, often 

nostalgic, are prime terrain in the fight about the politics of redistribution in Can-

ada. Framing political strategy around families is not unique to any one govern-

ment. The Conservative government’s framing, however, naturalizes an imagined, 

usually nuclear and typically heterosexual family as the site for collective identity. 

This version of family values accepts the idea that the welfare state has been in-

strumental in fostering family breakdown, leading to a host of social ills.

The Conservative policy perspective is out of step with contemporary social 

risks.14 Recent federal policy resonates with the discourse about families, particu-

larly with the imagined family. Evocative and compelling, this family discourse ac-

knowledges the difficulties and hardships faced by this small unit, and offers rec-

ognition and reward. It appears to resonate with a powerful cultural family form 

ideal, even if that family form bears little resemblance to actual lived experience. 

It also rewards the family unit as the source of identity, and decreases the poten-

tial for social solidarity. Families increasingly experience what Brigid Schulte has 

called “the overwhelm.”15 This refers to rising cultural expectations of parents (par-

ticularly of mothers), alongside workplaces that retain an adult worker ideal, and 

social support and transfers that are insufficient.

The need for careful, inclusive, solidaristic and comprehensive family policy 

remains pressing. The practicality of the tax credit is easily understood at the in-

dividual level. Federal-provincial policies and programs are often more challen-

ging to explain in comparable terms that engender trust.

Canada does not have a comprehensive approach to family policy. Instead, it 

has what Stoney and Doern call the “tax boutique” approach.16 The tax boutique 

attends to a broad age group of children: in music, sports and, indeed, up to age 

17 in the recently expanded Universal Child Care Benefit (UCCb). Income splitting, 

called the Family Tax Cut, extends to a broader age distribution, making it appeal-

ing to households whose children are no longer in need of early childhood educa-

tion and care. Conservative cash-for-care policies erode support for publicly fund-

ed child care and parental leaves.

The deployment of family ideals sharpens an already sharp-edged political 

landscape.17 It contributes to an existing judgmental motherhood culture, adding 

populist tropes such as “choice” and “fairness” to promote policies whose con-

sequences often limit options and equity. The Conservative government’s family 
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rhetoric is in part neoliberal and in part socially conservative. It does not matter 

to Prime Minister Harper’s neoliberal market-orientation if the work of caring for 

people is done privately in homes or paid for in the market. The federal govern-

ment looks to the market for solutions, through efforts like the Child Care Space 

Initiative and the recently announced Employers for Caregivers plan.18

The socially conservative orientation of the Harper government is, however, 

concerned with the effects on the family of having two adult workers. As a result, 

it supports some state spending that often aligns with breadwinner/caregiver div-

isions of labour. When these neoliberal and socially conservative approaches to 

families are combined, they often encourage competing negative outcomes. These 

include greater incidence of female poverty, low levels of child care, and increased 

pressures on work-life balance. Such outcomes stem from policies that aspire to 

a one-earner family form in an economy that largely requires two-earner house-

holds.19, 20 Ideas about families inform approaches to federalism and redistribu-

tive politics: they have material consequences. Similarly, a commitment to cer-

tain kinds of market-based policies fosters certain kinds of orientations to family.

Cash-for-care and tax policies

The kinds of family-related policy tools enacted and proposed by the current fed-

eral government skew rewards to higher-income households and even to certain 

provinces with a density of higher-income families. Although middle class fam-

ilies are not the primary beneficiaries, they do receive some benefit and are often 

cast as the intended target of policy. Policies like the UCCb, income splitting and 

other tax credits do more than just provide cash in hand. They are not mere bribes. 

These policies do acknowledge that it is hard, costly and a sacrifice to raise kids. 

They tacitly recognize the work that is involved in caring for dependent others. 

These policy options recognize women’s unpaid work. All of this may be especial-

ly powerful in a climate where some families — the middle class included — experi-

ence “the overwhelm” acutely.

Women’s labour market attachment is very sensitive to changes in family poli-

cies, and women’s and children’s risk of poverty and decreased lifetime earnings 

can result from neoliberal and socially conservative policies. But these outcomes 

may have an abstract or intangible quality, especially when compared to cash con-

ferred on a family unit. The UCCb and income splitting, when combined, appear 

to play on cultural parenting ideals and insecurities. They continue to ensure that 

the work of caring for people is located in the home while guaranteeing low wages 

for predominantly female workers in the paid care sector.21
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The UCCb, originally called the “Choice in Child Care Allowance,”22 was intro-

duced in 2006 by the minority Conservative government and served as a replace-

ment for the negotiated frameworks with provinces establishing a national sys-

tem of early childhood education and care. “The central purpose of the UCCb,” 

according to Prince and Teeghoosian, was initially to “provide a symbolic en-

dorsement of the decision by some parents — mostly mothers — to provide full-

time care for their children at home.”23 Initially, $100 a month was given to fam-

ilies with children under the age of six. This taxable benefit was enhanced in 

2015. Families with children under five now receive $160, while families with 

children aged 6–17 now receive $60 per month. According to the Parliamentary 

Budget Officer,the extension to families in the latter category means that 51% of 

UCCb benefits will go to families with children who are likely to be “babysitters, 

not babysat.”24 A “social policy dinosaur,”25 this policy gives all families, regard-

less of income, a monthly cheque. Certain types of families get greater after-tax 

benefit than others: in general, “one-earner couples end up with larger benefits 

than two-earner couples with same total income.”26 The UCCb is also subject to 

provincial tax, so the amount each family receives varies across the country. The 

expansion is funded in part by the removal of another tax credit, the Child Tax 

Credit, worth about $300 annually.27 This means the total tax credit to eligible 

families is reduced by that amount.

The UCCb costs a great deal (an estimated $4.4 billion in 2015).28 It has little to 

do with child care, aside from its name. It is deceptively complex, despite its pres-

entation as a simple cash-for-care benefit: families may receive a cheque for $100, 

but they don’t know until they file their taxes how much of that remains in their 

pockets. The money might be better spent enhancing the existing non-stigmatiz-

ing Canada Child Tax Benefit — a benefit that is indexed to income, significant-

ly and disproportionately benefits those with lower incomes, and phases out at 

quite high levels of income.29 But a universal payment such as the UCCb is popu-

lar and hard to dismantle once in place. Moreover, policies like the UCCb, remin-

iscent of the postwar “baby bonus,” have some limited potential to foster solidar-

ity around a policy that is received by tax-filing parents. Notably, only one of the 

other two federal parties has suggested eliminating it, in addition to proposing a 

national system of early childhood education and care.

Such cash-for-care policies do not pay enough for caregivers to exit the labour 

market. They are wildly insufficient to pay for child care, and because they are pre-

sented as “choice” in child care — giving parents cash to do with as they want — they 

discourage the creation of formal child care spaces and services.30

The UCCb expansion was announced at the same time as the much anticipated 

and debated “Family Tax Cut.” Taken together, these amount to a policy package 
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aimed at restoring a Mad Men–era male breadwinner family form, at least for high-

income earners. Income splitting, called the “Family Tax Cut,” came into effect for 

the 2014 tax-filing year. McInturff and Macdonald summarize the policy as such:

It allows married and common law couples with children under the age of 18 to trans-

fer up to $50,000 in earned income from one spouse to the other, for a maximum tax 

benefit of $2,000 per year. In households where one spouse earns significantly more 

than the other, and is therefore taxed at a higher rate, income splitting allows that 

higher-earning spouse to transfer income to the lower-earning spouse. The result is 

that the higher-earning spouse will pay taxes at a lower rate. There is no benefit to 

couples that earn similar amounts. Single parents do not benefit by definition. It is 

also important to note that the income transfer is purely nominal — no actual trans-

fer of income is required. There is no direct benefit to the lower-earning spouse.31

Increased dependence on a male wage increases women’s insecurity in the short 

term and over the life course. Moreover, it creates a context in which return to the 

labour market is potentially a financial liability to families because of tax breaks 

for single-earner households. Tax savings go mainly to higher-income men, and 

the lower-income earner is “liable for the tax but has no entitlement to the under-

lying income or resources,”32 assuming that resources are equally shared within 

households. Policies such as income splitting reprivatize the work of social repro-

duction by failing to invest in early learning and care while making an exit from 

the labour market, or reliance on the market or informal provision of care, among 

the few options available to families. Moreover, single mothers, one of the poorest 

groups in Canadian society, receive no support.

Tax policy can be a vehicle for recognizing unpaid labour, but it can also shore 

up a nostalgic and class-biased vision of familial life. The work of Lisa Philipps on 

tax policy makes a strong case against income splitting and similar policies, but 

argues convincingly about the need to encourage redistribution within the house-

hold, which gives unpaid caregivers more control over household economic resour-

ces. Philipps argues for repealing spousal and other dependent credits delivered 

to the primary earner and potentially replacing them with a refundable credit paid 

directly to caregivers. This credit would reach single caregivers and those living in 

lower-income households. Extreme caution should be exercised in relation to poli-

cies that might increase the “motherhood gap” in which Canadian women incur 

“larger wage penalties unrelated to their skills, education and experience,” and 

related to the length of time spent away from paid work. However, more nuance is 

needed as the “overwhelm” can’t be fully addressed by focusing sights too narrow-

ly on child care provision and labour market attachment.
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Paying attention to the resonance of cash-for-care and tax policies does not 

mean supporting them as they currently exist. But in striving for universal, cultur-

ally appropriate,33 high quality, affordable early learning and care, there is a larger 

conversation about supporting families in all their myriad forms.

There is middle ground. It will matter materially to families that the political 

and policy conversation avoids creating a rigid dichotomy between child care and 

cash-for-care options. It will also mean confronting the reality that universal earner 

policy models overvalue labour market access at the expense of supporting unpaid 

work. Building coherent, inclusive, equality-informed policies related to diverse fam-

ilies, which also attend to disparities in social citizenship among provinces and ter-

ritories while still respecting provincial autonomy, is a difficult but important task.

Conclusion

The current political conversation about child care largely revolves around compet-

ing visions of familial life. This conversation is about more than ideas: the kinds 

of policies introduced federally over the last nine years have immediate material 

implications (high-income families and single-earner families benefit more) and 

long-term material implications (women’s exit from the labour market, lack of child 

care, and continued low wages in the care sector).

As Kofman notes, it is cheapest to have the work of caring for and maintaining 

people done within families.34 Provinces and sometimes municipalities often lim-

it public services and other support and thereby have care work done (usually by 

women) in families. Constitutionally, matters of social reproduction (health, labour 

law, education, etc.) are provincial responsibilities. Federally, tax policy choices 

around families and child care tilt toward a male breadwinner model with no fed-

eral leadership around child care provision. There is considerable provincial/ter-

ritorial variation.35 Taken together with a persistent framing of the family unit as 

the site for collective identity, the conflicts over child care in particular are depolit-

icized and expressed as an individual problem at a household level. Tax policy pro-

vides a context that appears to value motherhood and unpaid work without mean-

ingfully supporting diverse care needs.

If we place too narrow a focus on the conservative elements of recent federal 

family-related policies, we might fail to acknowledge that families in all of their 

forms require considerable support and investment, including cash and services. 

As well, families would benefit from a more general redistribution of support, in-

cluding labour market flexibility, and improvements in wages and work conditions 
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for those in paid care work. We do not want to risk provoking and losing a fight be-

tween a narrowly cast vision of child care versus parental care.

The unfolding federal political conversation is poorly served by presenting so-

cial investment approaches alone. It is too rigid to focus on child care as a labour 

market support or activation mainly to mothers.36

Canadian and provincial/territorial welfare states increasingly require unencum-

bered workers with limited state supports for social reproduction, leaving markets, 

the voluntary sector and families to provide for human needs. These families do 

not readily benefit from the family support proposals that frame current federal 

initiatives and inform processes of tax transfers. Canada is facing a care crisis, not 

just for children, but for all people needing care. The social and economic costs of 

that crisis are diffused, but they are real and accumulating.

As we reinvigorate a national conversation about child care, we should be mind-

ful of the need to build comprehensive policies related to families as they actual-

ly are, not as some ideal of what one might wish them to be. This requires policies 

that recognize and value unpaid work while robustly supporting a comprehensive 

national system of early learning and care as well as other family-related policies 

such as parental leave. These policies must assist in the balancing of competing 

responsibilities for income generation and the provision of care, and they must do 

so in ways that foster strong and healthy communities. Such policies may begin 

to draw closer the existing polarized terrain in order to meaningfully support all 

households with children.
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