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The article discusses how single parenthood is approached as a negotiated object throughout 
the agenda-setting1 of the actors of diversity policy in the Brussels-capital region. In a 
perspective of a sociology of public action2, we want to trace and question how a series of 
actors (public services, Ministers, the negotiation between unions and trade organizations, 
actors of civil society and research, etc.) participate in a long process of recognition3 of a new 
target group in various diversity4 and employment policies (and also urban development). The 
question is addressed how diversity has been understood between an intention to affirm and 
recognize the specificities related to this family form and social situation, whilst promoting in 
the same time a universalist approach5. We take account of the efforts and questionings of 
the policy-actors in relation to anti-discrimination and the promotion of diversity throughout 
their (promoted) research, discussions and negotiations through a collective set of actors 
coming from networks of several public policies (cf. Brussels technical platform of single 
parenthood).  

As Brussels is a city-region, co-managed by French- and Dutch-speaking actors, we will discuss 
how the topic of single parenthood has been revised through the prism of two different 
approaches to social policies (which are themselves influenced by wider cultural and scientific 
contexts). Between the critic of a universalism that is struggling to offer the expected 
protection and an approach by quotas inspired by affirmative action, a debate was held on 
how to recognize a target group without stigmatizing them and to offer a panel of services 
that reach effectively the public in question (cf. targeting vs universalism).  

More generally, one must locate these discussions within the broader framework of the 
creation at the end of the 1990s of a policy of anti-discrimination and the promotion of 
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diversity in relation to the discrimination encountered on the labour market6. Emanating from 
more international considerations, this work was driven by the regional office of employment 
(Actiris) throughout its co-managed structure of labour- and trade unions. Discrimination 
based on the origin in access to employment and the implementation of diversity plans7 were 
the two central themes of the activities. More broadly, the service has worked in favor of a 
more global vision of anti-discrimination and the promotion of the diversity of several target 
populations (cf. gender, youth, experienced workers, people with disabilities, etc.). The 
Brussels institutional reality being complicated to describe in a brief summary, we will retain 
that the combination of an approach to combat discrimination combined with an approach 
that seeks to promote diversity has been integrated structurally in the employment policy. 
Single parenthood has been one of the important projects over the past 10 years and has 
passed from the stage of research to become a priority (among others) for public policies of 
employment and urban development8. 

From an empirical point of view, we have to note that we will give priority to the construction 
of a new policy of diversity as a person who has taken different roles in this process these past 
ten years. We were first PhD-candidate which has conducted research based on longitudinal 
statistics and in-depth biographical interviews with single parents and who has written a phd-
thesis on the thematic9, published a book10 that takes into account the results of this collective 
bargaining and which counselled and managed the concrete implementation11 within the 
public employment service. The article is written based on a participant observation approach 
(or observative participation12) taking into account longitudinal statistics, personal notes, the 
meetings proceedings and other documents related to the negotiations13. In sum, the article 
will analyze the creation of a diversity policy that favors the recognition of a target group 
through participant observation, the literature review as well as data on the sector. 
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Plan article 

Introduction 

Introduction and methodological considerations 

1 - Emergence of an anti-discrimination and the promotion diversity policy 

This part briefly traces back how the confluence between international 
initiatives (European Union and International Labour Organization) helped to 
create a space for discussion and regional action which brings together labour- 
and trade unions, governmental representatives as well as associations around 
a common issue: the fight against discrimination.  

2 - Single parenting – from a research object towards a category of action of 
diversity policies 

We will analyze how a series of actors - quite more diverse than in the first part 
- have undertaken for five years through the ‘technical platform of single 
parenthood’ different research work, collective discussion, lobbying and 
preparations of a public policy. This process is located between employment 
and family policy and social protection in the face of the (non-) recognition as 
a new target group of diversity policies. 

3 - A located actor’s game - between international influences and local 
bargaining 

Two central issues question how to recognize single parenthood as a problem 
between the debate on the meaning of social policies referring to relations 
between recognition and redistribution, and on the other side, the co-presence 
of two cultural and socio-political perspectives that exceed Belgium. In fact, 
inside the Brussels Region two major visions of social policies co-exist: on the 
one hand it is inspired by more french(-speaking) and universalist traditions of 
social policy. On the other hand, we find more dutch-speaking tendencies that 
are more inspired by research and practice in English-speaking countries. They 
put more emphasis on quotas and a form of affirmative action in order to 
effectively reach the target group. Between some mono - and bi-cultural, as 
well as regional, policies, these influences have created a hybrid approach ('the 
Belgian consensus") to diversity and relationship between wel- and workfare14. 
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4. towards an approach "universalism with some reasonable accommodations "? 

The regional office of employment (Actiris) and the Economic and Social Council 
supports a hybrid and negotiated approach on single parenthood which 
recognizes them as a social group who is facing rather universal 
("mainstreaming") issues and also fairly specific problems ('target single-parent 
families in their specific difficulties'). This creates a new space for exchange with 
actors more directly in charge of the accompaniment of individuals in search of 
employment and families or children. Here arise ethical questions related to 
the implementation of these more targeted new practices.  

Conclusion  

Taking the central elements of the analysis, the article will conclude on a 
perspective of this contribution and the related risks of this new approach of 
single parenting in anti-discrimination and diversity policies to combat 
discrimination and promote diversity. 

 
 
 


