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Introduction

What do the United States and Suriname have in common?
These are the only two countries in the Western Hemisphere that do 

not have any government- funded paid parental leave. What about the 
rest of the world? Well, we could add Papua New Guinea to the list. You 
might not be surprised that Canada offers up to fity- two weeks of paid 
maternity and parental leave, but did you know that our neighbor to the 
south, Mexico, offers up to twelve weeks of maternity leave at full pay? 
How about countries like Bangladesh, Somalia, and Saudi Arabia? Yes, 
yes, and yes. Surely not North Korea. But yes, even North Korea. The 
point is, we are on a short list— and I mean very short— of countries that 
do not offer paid parental leave (Figures I.1 and I.2 illustrate this stark 
reality). The lack of paid leave might make sense for a country that is 
largely based on subsistence agriculture and mining, but does it really 
make sense for the world’s largest economy? Basically, every other coun-
try has some form of paid maternity leave and an increasing number of 
countries have paid paternity leave. Why is the US such an outlier?

The only federal parental leave policy we have is the Family and 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), a bill that was introduced in Congress each 
year between 1984 and 1990, passed but vetoed by President George H. 
W. Bush in 1991 and 1992, and finally signed into law by President Bill 
Clinton in 1993. The FMLA provides up to twelve weeks of unpaid leave. 
Barely 60 percent of American employees are eligible for this leave once 
you take into account the requirements for minimum time in employ-
ment, work hours, and company size.

You might have better luck if you live in California, New Jersey, 
Rhode Island, or New York (or Washington starting in 2020 or Massa-
chusetts starting in 2021), states with paid parental leave, or if you work 
for a company such as Netflix, Etsy, Facebook, or Google. But then con-
sider that, as of 2018, only 15 percent of American workers in the private 
sector have access to paid family leave.1
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4 | Introduction

These are the kinds of statistics that drove me to study parental leave, 
first in the US and then in Sweden and the UK. In my research on 
American fathers, published in my book Superdads: How Fathers Bal-
ance Work and Family in the 21st Century, I found that most fathers were 
scraping together vacation days to take time around the birth of their 
child, while hourly employees simply had to take a day or two with-
out pay if they wanted time off. This contrasts sharply with Sweden, a 
country that provides sixteen months of paid parental leave, with three 
months earmarked for each parent. It’s not quite perfect, but those pic-
tures of Swedish fathers pushing strollers around town in the middle of 
the day are real.

How late are we to this party? Some might say one hundred years. 
Ater all, it was in 1919, at the first International Labour Conference, that 
the International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted its first maternity 
protections. In 1952, the ILO added a maternity leave provision of at least 
twelve weeks to the nine branches of social security at that convention. 
In 1981, the United Nations issued a convention aimed at eliminating 
gender discrimination, which included paid maternity leave. A stun-
ning number of countries have signed this convention— 185— and yet 
the US is not among that list.2 In 2000, the ILO specified that all coun-
tries should provide fourteen weeks of paid maternity leave and now 
recommends at least eighteen weeks of leave. Since first adopted in 1919, 
sixty- six countries have ratified at least one of the conventions’ mater-
nity protections.3 Needless to say, the US is not one of these countries.

There is plenty of evidence showing that parents, children, and even 
businesses benefit from parental leave. Clearly, parental leave policies, 
perhaps more than any other type of policy, are important for work- 
family balance.4 Several polls have shown that a majority of Ameri-
cans support paid parental leave. Could it ever happen in the US? It 
has been over twenty- five years since FMLA was passed. As long ago as 
2013, Senator Kirsten Gillibrand of New York and Representative Rosa 
DeLauro of Connecticut introduced the Family and Medical Insurance 
Leave (FAMILY) Act, which offers paid leave to all workers. What are 
we waiting for?

There is more to parental leave policies than whether a country pro-
vides time off or not around the birth or adoption of a child. While 
virtually all maternity and parental leave policies are designed to help 
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women return to employment, they do not all provide similar support. 
Further, women’s employment is only half of the gender equality puzzle. 
The second half of the gender revolution requires men to become equal 
partners at home.5 One of the best ways of encouraging this change is 
to offer equal parental leave for men and women and to encourage both 
parents to take equal time— the first step on the way to promoting gen-
der equality at home. This is no small issue, given that much of the lin-
gering inequality in the workplace is due to women’s greater burden at 
home.

Fixing Parental Leave focuses on parental leave policies and gender 
equality in three countries— the US, the UK, and Sweden. These case 
studies will highlight how differences in policy encourage (or discour-
age) gender equality. This type of in- depth case study and international 
comparison is crucial for understanding policy variations and determin-
ing what works.6 I ask how policies from other countries can be applied 
to the US. I’m not naïve. I know we will not adopt the Swedish model. 
We are above all a capitalist country in which the majority of people have 
a positive view of small business, entrepreneurs, and capitalism (though 
in 2018 Democrats and young adults under the age of thirty were more 
likely to have a positive view of socialism than capitalism— so, never say 
never).7 I do think we can learn from Sweden, about what works, and 
also from the UK, a country similar to the US in its capitalist tenden-
cies, but with a generous maternity leave policy, which, on the surface, 
appears better than the US situation, but which has ultimately failed to 
promote gender equality. Through a comparative policy study, I offer 
six lessons about parental leave and gender equality: 1) The US is way 
behind the rest of the world when it comes to parental leave; 2) Paren-
tal leave is good; 3) Too much parental leave can be bad, especially for 
mothers; 4) Fathers should be partners, not helpers; 5) The UK is not a 
good model for parental leave and gender equality; and 6) The Swedish 
model is great— but not perfect. Based on these lessons, I offer recom-
mendations that will enable the US to develop a strong parental leave 
policy, one that will promote gender equality at work and at home.

This introduction sets the stage for the connection between parental 
leave and gender equality by providing an overview of parental leave and 
measures of gender equality around the world. Spoiler alert: Sweden is 
ranked highest, the UK in the middle, and the US lowest.
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Some Basic Concepts

Since there may be some confusion over the different terms related to 
parental leave, I will begin by providing some working definitions:

Maternity leave is employment- protected leave available to employed 
women around the time of childbirth. This generally includes some time 
before birth in late pregnancy as well as time following childbirth. The 
aim of this leave is generally to ensure the health and well- being of the 
mother and her child.8 This is oten, but not always, available to em-
ployed women who adopt children.9 In all cases outside of the US, ma-
ternity leave comes with some form of payment.

Paternity leave is employment- protected leave that is available to em-
ployed men. Paternity leave tends to be much shorter than maternity 
leave, commonly ranging from two days to two weeks, and focused im-
mediately around the time of birth.10 This policy is oten designed not 
simply for infant care but also for the father to care for and assist the 
mother. It may include adoption.

Parental leave is employment- protected leave available to new par-
ents. This leave is oten longer than paternity leave, may be longer than 
maternity leave, and is generally meant to follow maternity leave. This 
leave is more focused on caring for infants and young children than on 
birth recovery or partner assistance. While it is available to either par-
ent, mothers generally make greater use of it. This type of leave may be 
paid, but oten it is unpaid or paid at a low flat rate.11

The father’s quota is a type of leave that is reserved specifically for the 
father or partner of the mother. This policy is designed to promote gen-
der equality and the sharing of leave by incentivizing fathers’ use of leave. 
This kind of leave is also referred to as “use it or lose it” leave because 
it is non- transferable, meaning that if fathers do not take the specified 
amount of leave, it will be lost (i.e., mothers cannot take it). The father’s 
quota is oten combined with an equal mother’s quota or with longer 
time for maternity or parental leave.

Family leave is employment- protected leave available to employees 
who meet eligibility requirements. This type of leave covers childbirth 
and adoption, but also care for oneself or for a sick family member. The 
combination of parental leave and medical leave in one policy is fairly 
unique to the US.
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It is more common for parental leave to be funded by the government 
than by employers. In about half of countries, the government fully pays 
for leave, while in 30 percent of countries, employers pay for it. The 
remaining one- fith have a combination of government and employer 
funding for parental leave.12

Parental Leave Policies around the World

The European Union (EU) has had a series of directives on parental 
leave. The 1992 EU Directive (92/85/EEC) required member states to 
offer a minimum of fourteen weeks of maternity leave. To address health 
concerns, this directive also made two weeks of leave, around the time 
of birth, compulsory for new mothers, with a corresponding monetary 
allowance. The 2010 EU Directive (2010/18/EU) emphasized parental 
leave rather than maternity leave. Clause 2 of this directive states:

 1. This agreement entitles men and women workers to an individual 
right to parental leave on the grounds of the birth or adoption of a 
child to take care of that child until a given age up to eight years to 
be defined by Member States and/or social partners.

 2. The leave shall be granted for at least a period of four months 
and, to promote equal opportunities and equal treatment between 
men and women, should, in principle, be provided on a non- 
transferable basis. To encourage a more equal take- up of leave by 
both parents, at least one of the four months shall be provided 
on a non- transferable basis. The modalities of application of the 
non- transferable period shall be set down at national level through 
legislation and/or collective agreements taking into account exist-
ing leave arrangements in the Member States.

Point 1 of this clause sets out requirements for parental leave and ne-
cessitates parental leave to be an individual right for all parents. The 
purpose of this was to avoid excluding fathers through maternity leave. 
Point 2 sets the minimum length of time for parental leave at four 
months, which was somewhat longer than the 1992 directive. It also fo-
cuses on “equal treatment between men and women.” Given that men 
oten do not take parental leave when it is transferable because it is seen 
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as more important for mothers to take leave, this directive sought to 
encourage countries to offer non- transferable parental leave to parents, 
which would mean fathers would need to take at least one month of the 
four months of leave; otherwise that leave would not be available to their 
family.

It is more appropriate to compare the US to high- income countries, 
given that the US has the highest gross national product in the world. 
Table I.1 shows paid parental leave for mothers in fity- six high- income 
countries. Of the fity- six countries classified as having high income, 

Table I.1: How much paid leave is available for mothers of infants in 
high- income countries?
52 weeks or 
more 26– 51 weeks 14– 25 weeks

Less than  
14 weeks

No paid 
leave

Austria Belgium Andorra Antigua and 
Barbuda

United States

Canada Chile Australia Bahamas

Croatia Finland Cyprus Bahrain

Czech Republic France Israel Barbados

Denmark Greece Liechtenstein Brunei

Estonia Iceland Malta Equatorial Guinea

Germany Ireland Monaco Kuwait

Japan Italy New Zealand Oman

Latvia Luxembourg Spain Qatar

Lithuania Norway Switzerland Saudi Arabia

Poland Portugal The Netherlands Singapore

Republic of 
Korea

United Kingdom Trinidad and 
Tobago

St. Kitts and Nevis

Russian Federation Uruguay United Arab 
Emirates

San Marino

Slovakia

Slovenia

Sweden

Source: WORLD Policy Center, https://www.worldpolicycenter.org

https://www.worldpolicycenter.org
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seventeen (or 30 percent) provide new mothers with at least one year of 
maternity and/or parental leave. This includes Sweden. Another twelve (or 
21 percent) of countries provide between six months and one year of paid 
leave. This includes the UK. Almost one- quarter of countries (thirteen) 
provide between fourteen and twenty- five weeks of paid leave and another 
almost one- quarter (thirteen countries) provide some paid leave but less 
than fourteen weeks. This latter category includes mainly island countries 
and countries in the Middle East. That leaves one high- income country 
that does not offer any paid leave to new mothers— the United States.

Table I.2 shows paid parental leave for fathers in fity- six high- income 
countries. Half of these countries provide new fathers with at least four-
teen weeks of paternity and/or parental leave. This includes Sweden and 
the UK. Four countries provide between three and thirteen weeks of 
paid leave and nine countries provide some paid leave to fathers, but 
less than three weeks. That leaves fiteen countries that do not offer any 
paid leave. Considerably more countries offer no paid leave to fathers 
than mothers. The US is thus not alone in this category. However, nine 
of these countries have populations below 1.5 million; several of them 
are small islands, and four are in the Middle East. Interestingly, Swit-
zerland is not in the EU and not subject to EU directives. Thus, both 
Switzerland and the US are unusual as high- income Western countries 
in this category.

Why Study Sweden, the UK, and the US?

When I set out to examine parental leave policy and gender equality, the 
comparison between the US and Sweden seemed to provide the obvious 
extremes. Sweden was the first country to introduce parental leave back 
in 1974 and the US may be the last country to introduce paid parental 
leave. It was also clear that the US would not adopt a Nordic- style paren-
tal leave policy. There are dreams and then there is reality. The UK, on 
the other hand, is a liberal market similar to the US. The UK has gener-
ally seen family and corresponding strains between work and family as 
a private concern, just as the US has. If Sweden is the dream, maybe the 
UK is the attainable reality.

Sweden and the UK both offer leave that covers parents through 
the first eighteen months of their child’s life. But if we focus only on 



Table I.2: How much paid leave is available for fathers of infants in 
high- income countries?
14 weeks or more 3– 13 weeks Less than 3 weeks No paid leave
Australia Andorra Bahrain Antigua and Barbuda

Austria Chile Greece Bahamas

Belgium Israel Ireland Barbados

Canada Spain Malta Brunei

Croatia Monaco Cyprus

Czech Republic Saudi Arabia Equatorial Guinea

Denmark Singapore Kuwait

Estonia The Netherlands Liechtenstein

Finland Uruguay Oman

France Qatar

Germany St. Kitts and Nevis

Iceland Switzerland

Italy Trinidad and Tobago

Japan United Arab Emirates

Latvia United States

Lithuania

Luxembourg

New Zealand

Norway

Poland

Portugal

Republic of Korea

Russian Federation

San Marino

Slovakia

Slovenia

Sweden

United Kingdom

Source: WORLD Policy Center, https://www.worldpolicycenter.org

https://www.worldpolicycenter.org
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well- paid leave (at least 66 percent of wages), the UK only offers six 
weeks to mothers, whereas Sweden offers over thirteen months to both 
parents. Furthermore, since the early childhood education and care 
services (ECEC) entitlement (i.e., childcare services) begins at twelve 
months in Sweden, there is no gap between paid parental leave and 
ECEC. In contrast, ECEC does not begin until three years in the UK, 
which leaves a gap of eighteen months (any leave) to thirty- five months 
(well- paid leave) between parental leave and ECEC.13

We might best be able to understand these policy differences through 
the concept of father- care- sensitive leave. Sociologist Margaret O’Brien 
states that “father- care- sensitive leave is adopted to signify that the leave 
period formally allows fathers to be away from the workplace to under-
take child and partner care obligations rather than engage in economic 
breadwinning functions.”14 Two factors are crucial to her framework: 
leave duration and level of income replacement. Sweden provides an 
example of “extended father- care leave with high income replacement,” 
the UK provides an example of “short/minimalist father- care leave with 
low/no income replacement,” and the US provides an example of “no 
statutory father- care sensitive parental leave” (a fourth category exists 
for “short father- care leave with high income replacement,” but this pro-
vides less of a contrast than the other three categories, and there is no 
category for lengthier leave with low/no income replacement).15

Political scientist Diane Sainsbury classifies Sweden as an earner- carer 
regime, which means that it emphasizes both earning money through a 
paid job and caring for children and family members at home for both 
men and women.16 It supports this through a generous parental leave 
policy as well as heavily subsidized childcare and other laws to ensure 
gender equality at work and home. These programs, as with other social 
safety- net programs, are inspired by Sweden’s democratic socialist ethos. 
It is also clear that the Swedish see gender- equal relationships as ideal.17

In contrast to Sweden, Sainsbury classifies the US as a universal bread-
winner state, which means that it expects that all individuals will hold 
jobs and earn money.18 There is not much of a focus on the family, since it 
is considered a private institution, with the result that policies to alleviate 
potential conflicts between work and family are limited. This has likely 
affected employment rates for new mothers. Before 1987, about 70 per-
cent of mothers took time out of the labor market following childbirth, 
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but ater 1993, taking time out became less common and ater that year, 
less than 40 percent of women took time out of the labor market when 
they had a child.19 This speaks to the pressures American women face to 
earn money and the lack of availability of paid parental leave.

According to Helene Dearing’s calculations, Sweden and the UK 
have similar durations of leave. The duration of total leave, both paid 
and unpaid, is eighteen months in Sweden and twenty- one months in 
the UK. However, when we look more closely at the duration of spe-
cifically well- paid leave (defined as at least 1,000 euros per month, or 
2/3 or more of earnings), we see that Sweden provides 13.4 months of 
well- paid leave, whereas the UK provides only 1.4 months, the second 
lowest amount in Europe (only Slovakia is lower). Dearing also devel-
ops an “Equal Gender Division of Labour” indicator based on how well 
countries’ leave policies conform to an ideal model of leave for gender 
equality. Sweden scores 0.74, which places it at the top as one of only 
two countries with high scores (the other is Iceland).20 Note that this 
rating was calculated before Sweden introduced a third daddy month, 
which suggests that it would score even higher now. In contrast, the UK 
is in the low category, with a score of 0.3, mainly because of how little 
well- paid leave it provides.

The OECD reports the full- rate equivalent, which is the duration of 
parental leave in weeks multiplied by the payment rate. This measure al-
lows us to compare countries that offer paid leave but at different rates. 
Before applying the full- rate equivalent, Sweden offers sixty weeks of 
paid leave to mothers, the UK offers them thirty- nine weeks of paid 
leave, and the US offers mothers no paid leave. When we look at the full- 
rate equivalent for mothers, this is thirty- eight weeks for Sweden, twelve 
weeks for the UK, and zero for the US. While the above numbers are 
based on leave available to mothers, for fathers we must think in terms 
of the amount of paid leave reserved for them. Sweden reserves twelve 
weeks of paid leave for fathers compared to two weeks in the UK and 
none in the US. It is thus not surprising that Sweden spends more than 
the OECD average and the UK spends less than the OECD average on 
maternity and parental leave. The question remains whether a skewed 
parental leave policy benefits gender equality.21

These three countries— Sweden, the UK, and the US— provide les-
sons for potential parental leave policy in the US. Sweden has provided 
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a model for many countries as it was the first to introduce parental leave 
and has continued to tweak its leave policy to encourage father uptake 
and ultimately gender equality at work and home. The UK is closer to 
the US in its welfare state approach (both are considered “liberal” re-
gimes with limited state intervention according to Danish sociologist 
Gøsta Esping- Andersen’s frequently cited classification).22 Yet their poli-
cies have maintained gender divisions and therefore provide lessons on 
what to avoid. It is clear the US needs to adopt paid parental leave, and 
this book provides a better understanding of what kind of policy will 
help parents and children while creating opportunities for greater gen-
der equality.

One Day in the Life of an American Family

An incredible 59 percent of first- time mothers in the US return to work 
within three months ater giving birth.23 When I had my first child in the 
spring of 2000, there was almost no parental leave to speak of in the US. 
The FMLA existed, but no states had paid leave. Few companies offered 
much paid parental leave. Even at the top- ranking liberal arts college 
where I worked, there was no leave policy. That is unless you count the 
one- course reduction the college offered new mothers. That’s right, out 
of a five- course teaching load over an academic year, you could take 
one course off and teach four courses instead. Fortunately for me, I gave 
birth toward the end of the spring semester and had already put together 
my final exams. So I was off the hook for the summer. Well, at least once 
I graded my exams and entered my final grades. My daughter was four 
months old when I returned to classes the next fall.

I wasn’t so lucky the next time. Almost three and a half years later, in 
the fall of 2003, nothing much had changed in terms of parental leave 
policy, including at my top- ranking liberal arts college. Enter child num-
ber two, on a beautiful September day just a few weeks into the semester. 
What to do with a one- course reduction? Keep in mind this was not the 
1950s. There was one income in my family, but it came from my job. 
What else was there to do? Ater assigning three weeks of independent 
readings, films, and projects, I returned to my classes. Let me now, on 
the record, apologize to my fall 2003 classes. As you can imagine, it was 
not my best work. The thing is, I was yet again fortunate. My husband 
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stepped in. Ater finishing law school, passing the bar (first try), and 
landing a job with the D.A.’s office, he pushed back his start date and 
stayed home with our son until the end of that semester. Yes, I realize 
that I just said that my husband was a lawyer, but 1) he had just finished 
school so why start a new job and have me stay home when he could stay 
home, and 2) he wanted to work in the D.A.’s office (which he did for sev-
eral years) because he didn’t want to be one of those lawyers who works 
eighty hours a week and never sees their family, which meant an embar-
rassingly low starting salary (even lower than mine). In any case, Kevin 
took care of our son, and I ran back and forth to breastfeed and such.

The following spring, several female faculty members realized that 
it was not great to only have one course off when having a child. Ater 
gathering parental leave policies from other comparable colleges, we 
brought this to our dean of faculty and requested a change in the policy. 
This resulted in a change from a one- course reduction to a two- course 
reduction for female faculty, which allowed my female colleagues to go 
on leave for one semester during or ater birth or adoption, with a return 
to three courses in the next semester of teaching. We followed up by 
making sure the semester of leave included a break from committee and 
other service work. Based on my research on parental leave and gender 
equality, I spearheaded efforts to extend the two- course reduction policy 
to male faculty by taking gender references out of the policy. This hap-
pened in August 2016.

The State’s Role in Promoting Gender Equality

We can’t talk about parental leave without discussing gender equality. 
There has been a lot of theorizing about gender equality and the welfare 
state. I draw heavily on feminist theory and in particular on the ideas 
about “state feminism” put forth by Helga Hernes, a Norwegian political 
scientist, diplomat, and Labour Party politician. Hernes coined the term 
“woman- friendly state,” a state in which women are able to fully engage 
equally in work life, family life, and public life. In her book Welfare State 
and Woman Power, she writes:

A woman- friendly state would not force harder choices on women 
than on men, or permit unjust treatment on the basis of sex. In a 
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woman- friendly state women will continue to have children, yet there 
will also be other roads to self- realization open to them. In such a state 
women will not have to choose futures that demand greater sacrifices 
from them than are expected of men.24

For Hernes, the state could play an important role in reducing gender 
inequality. This process involves feminism from above, in the form of 
policy. Sociologist Ann Shola Orloff adds:

Because of the power relations in families, shiting decision- making 
about the distribution of resources or the provision of services from 
families to polities is parallel to shiting decision- making from markets 
to states, for it is a shit from an arena in which resources are dispropor-
tionately controlled by men to one in which power may be more equally 
distributed between men and women . . . The failure to recognize gender 
relations and power within the family and outside the family blinds the 
power resources analysts to aspects of social policy regimes that affect 
gender relations . . . The state is woman- friendly to the extent that poli-
cies reduce the sexual division of labor by shiting the burden of domestic 
work to public services and to men.25

Feminist theorist Nancy Fraser considers two conventional models for 
achieving gender equity and introduces a third model. The two mod-
els oten debated by feminists are the universal breadwinner model and 
the caregiver parity model. The universal breadwinner model seeks to 
achieve gender equity by supporting women’s employment and largely 
focuses on the idea that men and women are equal and should take on 
similar roles at work and home. The caregiver parity model seeks to real-
ize gender equity by providing support for caregiving work and focuses 
on the idea that men and women may have different roles that are valued 
equally. Fraser suggests that both are problematic because notions of 
equality generally rely on the male as norm, with women fitting into a 
system structured for men, whereas notions of difference generally rely 
on essentialist notions of masculinity and femininity, which reinforce 
gender stereotypes. Fraser further suggests that gender equity requires 
five normative principles: an anti- poverty principle, an anti- exploitation 
principle, an equality principle, an anti- marginalization principle, and 



16 | Introduction

an anti- androcentrism principle.26 For my purposes, I will focus on the 
latter three. More specifically, the equality principle consists of income 
equality, leisure- time equality, and equality of respect. Beyond address-
ing the pay gap, there is a need to avoid having the second shit of 
household labor fall only or mainly on women. Anti- marginalization 
seeks to promote the economic and political participation of women in 
public life. Anti- androcentrism seeks to shit gender normative ideals. 
Fraser argues:

Social policy should not require women to become like men, nor to fit 
into institutions designed for men, to enjoy comparable levels of well- 
being. Policy should aim instead to restructure androcentric institutions 
so as to welcome human beings who can give birth and who oten care for 
relatives and friends, treating them not as exceptions, but as ideal- typical 
participants. The antiandrocentrism principle requires decentering mas-
culinist norms . . . It entails changing men as well as changing women.27

While Fraser suggests that both the universal breadwinner model and 
the caregiver parity model are good at alleviating poverty and exploita-
tion, she argues that the universal breadwinner model does a poor job 
of promoting leisure- time equality and anti- androcentrism, whereas the 
caregiver parity model does a poor job of promoting income equality 
and anti- marginalization. Ultimately, Fraser proposes a third option, the 
universal caregiver model, in which women’s work and family patterns 
become the norm and men become more like women. This is no small 
task, since it entails deconstructing gender. But a very usable aspect of 
this model is that “all jobs would assume workers who are caregivers, 
too.”28 In other words, the workplace needs to adapt to the fact that most 
people have some caregiving responsibilities and that the state must sup-
port this through appropriate family policies.

Danish feminist scholars Anette Borchorst and Birte Siim have ap-
plied both Hernes’s and Fraser’s concepts to Sweden, Norway, and Den-
mark in an attempt to theorize Scandinavian gender equality. They see 
Fraser as “too optimistic” and are skeptical of the ability of the universal 
caregiver model to fully realize gender equality. At the same time, they 
acknowledge that Sweden has come the closest to realizing the universal 
caregiver ideal. They also comment on the idea that woman- friendly 
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policies would lead to “reproduction going public,” as Hernes has sug-
gested. While Borchorst and Siim take issue with this happening in a 
directly linear fashion, they point to the importance of blurring the 
boundary between public and private realms for the achievement of 
Scandinavian gender equality.29 These models may also be useful for 
considering the cases of the UK and the US. I would argue that the UK 
has been closest to the caregiver parity model without actually achiev-
ing parity, while the US has been closest to the universal breadwinner 
model. This may provide a partial explanation for the greater success of 
the US, relative to the UK, in promoting women’s economic participa-
tion and opportunity.

Business professor Jill Rubery builds on Fraser’s work by elaborat-
ing a multi- dimensional framework and proposing a gender agenda for 
reform. Rubery suggests examining gender equality through two types 
of work— reproductive work and wage work— and five components of 
gender equality— time, opportunities, resources, respect, and security.30 
Well- designed parental leave policies can promote gender equality by 
addressing these components in both reproductive and wage work. 
Likewise, policies might support a “dual- earner- dual- carer” society in 
which men and women both earn and care, with particular time set 
aside for the intensive caring needed for infants.31

Parental leave policies can be grouped into a larger category of poli-
cies, namely family policies. Economist Olivier Thévenon identifies six 
aims of family policies. One aim is to reduce poverty. A second aim 
is to compensate parents for the cost of raising children. A third aim is 
to promote employment, particularly women’s employment. A fourth 
aim is gender equity, both in the workplace and at home. A fith aim 
is improvements in childhood development, both through supporting 
parental care and public childcare. A sixth aim is increasing fertility 
rates. Thévenon suggests that the main objectives of family policies in 
the Nordic countries, including Sweden, are child well- being and gen-
der equity, which are accomplished through generous parental leave and 
public childcare. These policies also tend to reduce poverty and increase 
female employment. Anglo- Saxon countries, on the other hand, includ-
ing the UK and the US, seem more motivated by poverty reduction. 
These countries oten provide means- tested (need- based) or work- tested 
transfers in order to encourage employment and choices in childcare. 
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While these programs alleviate some poverty, these countries tend to 
have higher poverty rates than the OECD average and they further serve 
to reproduce a gender- based division of labor as women are the ones 
expected to take employment breaks to care for children.32

While a great deal of focus has been put on the need for parental 
leave policies to ensure women’s employment and ultimately gender 
equality, such policies also have the potential to promote gender in-
equality. Policies that provide generous parental leave that is mainly 
used by mothers actually may serve to encourage a gendered division 
of labor and gender inequalities at home and work.33 It is therefore 
important that such policies do not simply focus on women but also 
on men. As political scientist Christina Bergqvist and colleagues state: 
“parental leave in Sweden is rarely referred to as a “women’s issue,” but 
as a gender equality issue.”34

According to the 2018 Global Gender Gap Index, Sweden ranks num-
ber three in the world in gender equality with a score of 0.822, and ranks 
particularly high in economic participation and opportunity and politi-
cal empowerment. The UK ranks fiteen with a score of 0.774, and the 
US ranks fity- one with a score of 0.720.35 Even though the UK ranks 
above the US on overall rating, the UK falls behind the US in economic 
participation and opportunity (fity- two versus nineteen, respectively). 
Notably, the UK ranks fity- one on labor force participation, sixty- four 
on wage equality, and sixty- eight on professional and technical workers 
while the US ranks highly on professional and technical workers and 
wage equality.36 Sweden has the highest maternal employment rate at 
83 percent and the highest rate of dual- earners, including 68 percent of 
couples having both partners in full- time employment, compared to 45 
percent in the US and 31 percent in the UK. Sweden also has a high rate 
of women’s political representation, with women comprising 46 percent 
of members of Parliament, compared to 32 percent in the UK and 21 
percent in the US.37 It is probably worth noting that the Swedish govern-
ment has adopted gender mainstreaming, a strategy used to incorporate 
gender equality into all aspects of government rather than pigeonholing 
it as a single issue in a single organization. To achieve its goal of gen-
der equality, the government has assigned the Swedish Gender Equality 
Agency to help integrate gender into all operations within fity- eight 
government agencies.38
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A Note on Methods

Much of this book is based on case studies of the US, the UK, and 
Sweden, with a policy analysis of parental leave policies in those three 
countries. I have a close familiarity with these policies and with both 
government sources containing details about the policies as well as 
empirical studies of the effectiveness of such policies. I draw from the 
websites of the three governments as well as reports from government 
agencies like the US Department of Labor and from groups such as 
the Swedish Social Insurance Agency and the Trades Union Congress 
(TUC) in the UK. I also use reports from national and international 
organizations such as the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), the International Labour Organization (ILO), 
the World Economic Forum, the WORLD Policy Analysis Center, and 
the National Partnership for Women and Families.

In addition, I draw on my own primary research over the past several 
years, including interview data I collected in the US and the UK, supple-
mented with secondary interview data from Sweden. For this particular 
project, I spent a semester in the UK, conducting research on recent 
changes to UK parental leave policies. Prior to this, I had collaborated 
with researchers at City University in London on a project in which we 
compared my American data to their British data on fathers’ experiences 
with paternity leave.39 I have personally conducted over one hundred 
qualitative interviews with American and British parents about parental 
leave. Participants include ninety- one Americans residing in California, 
North Carolina, and Texas and twenty- four British individuals residing 
mainly in the midlands.40 I used a semi- structured interview approach, 
placing particular focus on participants’ decision- making processes 
concerning parental leave, how they divided parental leave with their 
partners, their experiences during parental leave, and the gendered dy-
namics in their workplaces and at home. I have also spent a good deal 
of time in Sweden conducting research on the stability of gender role 
attitudes in Sweden and the influence of egalitarian attitudes on fertility 
plans and work adjustments.41 For this book, I have access to two dif-
ferent sets of Swedish interviews, conducted by Swedish collaborators. 
One set of interviews was conducted with thirty- two first- time parents 
living in two Swedish counties, one in the northern part of the country, 
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the county with the highest rate of parental leave taken by fathers, and 
one in the southern part of the country, the one with the lowest rate of 
uptake by fathers.42 The second set of interviews was conducted with 
twenty Swedish parents of preschool- aged children living in the north-
ern region of Västerbotten.43 In all cases reported in this book, names 
have been changed. Personally, some of my favorite places in the world 
include Djurgården in Stockholm, Stadsliden in Umeå, and Victoria 
Park in Leicester. I have a deep affection for all three countries.

Outline of Chapters

The rest of the chapters focus on the six lessons outlined above regard-
ing parental leave and gender equality. Chapter 1 focuses on the first 
lesson— the US is way behind the rest of the world when it comes to 
parental leave. The US has mainly resisted efforts at introducing paid 
leave and is currently the only industrialized country without any form 
of national paid leave. This chapter provides the background of pol-
icy development at the federal and state level and considers employer 
policies. Chapter 2 focuses on the second lesson— parental leave is 
good— and thus outlines the benefits of parental leave for women, men, 
children, employers, and society. Women benefit when they take leave, 
but they also experience employment and health benefits when their 
partners take leave. Men themselves benefit from leave in bonding and 
building relationships with their children and developing parenting 
skills. Children enjoy health, educational, and behavioral benefits when 
their parents take parental leave. Employers gain in areas of competi-
tiveness, recruitment, retention, and positive company culture. Societal 
benefits include a stronger economy and higher fertility rates. Chapter 
3 focuses on the third lesson— too much leave may not be good either, 
particularly for women. This chapter explores the question of how much 
leave is too much by considering evidence of gender dynamics at home 
and in the workplace. Long leaves have detrimental consequences for 
women and men’s careers as well as for women’s health.

Chapter 4 focuses on the fourth lesson— we need to think of fathers 
as partners, not helpers. This chapter examines gendered leave taking. 
It looks at parental leave decisions and experiences and highlights how 
parents rely on gender expectations but also seek to challenge these 
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same expectations. As expected, based on policy differences, British 
parents experience more gendered dynamics than either Swedish or 
American parents. Chapter 5 focuses on the fith lesson— the UK is 
not a good model for parental leave and gender equality. British policy 
lagged behind Europe’s on parental leave, then introduced and expanded 
maternity leave until their policy was extremely lopsided with one year 
for maternity and two weeks for paternity leave. The UK has attempted 
to increase fathers’ uptake of leave by introducing various policies but 
these have had limited success. Chapter 6 focuses on the sixth lesson— 
the Swedish model is great but not perfect. This chapter provides histori-
cal context for Sweden’s parental leave policy and describes its current 
policy. Sweden was the first country to introduce parental leave in place 
of maternity leave back in the 1970s. It now offers three months of leave 
to each parent as well as ten additional months to be divided between 
parents. Finally, in the conclusion, I offer policy recommendations, 
based on these six lessons, for the US. The six month solution is the 
product of these lessons. It is still possible, I conclude, for the US to 
develop a strong parental leave policy that will promote gender equality 
at work and at home.
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The US Is Way behind the Rest of the World

Why is maternity leave so terrible in this country?
New York Magazine, March 8, 20161

US dead last among developed countries when it comes to 
paid maternity leave.
Forbes, April 6, 20162

Paid parental leave elusive twenty- five years ater Family and 
Medical Leave Act— The US ranks last on this important 
issue.
CNN, February 5, 20183

The United States stands out as one of the very few countries in the 
world (with Papua New Guinea and Suriname) that do not offer any 
cash benefits during maternity leave.4 This despite the fact that, all the 
way back in 1952, the United Nations’ International Labor Organization 
(ILO) recommended that countries implement at least fourteen weeks 
of paid maternity leave. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, 85 
percent of American workers have access to unpaid family leave, mainly 
through the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA).5 However, the same 
report shows that only 12 percent of workers have access to paid family 
leave, mainly through employer policies. This has increased slightly in 
the last few years, but as of 2018, only 15 percent of civilian workers in 
the US had access to paid family leave.6 This is even the case when it 
comes to paid maternity leave. According to a recent survey of a national 
sample of working mothers, only 41 percent received paid leave, and the 
average amount of paid leave was just 3.3 weeks, at 31 percent of wages.7

On top of that, a recent study by economist Jay Zagorsky shows that 
the number of women taking maternity leave in the US has not changed 
significantly in the past two decades.8 Specifically, in 1994, on average, 
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278,454 women took maternity leave each month compared to 299,861 
in 2015. Since the number of births in 1994 and 2015 were similar (3.95 
million versus 3.98 million, respectively), the rate of maternity leave 
changed little. On the other hand, the number of men taking paternity 
leave more than tripled over this time period. In 1994, the average num-
ber of men taking paternity leave each month was 5,798, compared to 
21,703 in 2015, with a corresponding increase in the rate of leave- taking 
from 14.7 per 10,000 births to 54.6 per 10,000 births. Keep in mind that 
most of those taking leave did not receive paid parental leave. Certainly, 
many more American women would take paid maternity leave if it were 
available to them, and the tremendous increase in American men taking 
paternity leave suggests that there is a huge, growing, unmet need in the 
US for paid paternity leave. But American parents, practically alone in 
the world, have no national policy to rely on. How can this be? Why is 
there no paid leave at the national level? What has happened at the state 
and local level? Have employers stepped in to fill the need for paid leave? 
Will we ever see the US adopt paid parental leave?

This chapter attempts to address these questions by focusing on paren-
tal leave policy in the US, namely the absence of a paid statutory parental 
leave policy at the national level and efforts to fill the gap at the state 
and local levels. While there is no federal paid parental leave, eight states 
have passed legislation to implement it at the state level, and others 
have used short- term disability to offer paid maternity leave. This is a 
distinct feature of the US, where many policies that are not supported at 
the federal level are let to be determined by individual states. In addition, 
private employers are increasingly creating and expanding paid parental 
leave policies, though these tend to benefit more professional workers.9 
The following sections focus on leave policies at the national, state, city, 
and employer levels. To contextualize the tensions between broader policy 
and individual experiences, I draw from company statements and news 
releases as well as from interviews with American fathers. The final sec-
tion discusses the policy possibilities moving forward.

Before reviewing the development of parental leave policies in the 
US, it may be useful to provide an overview of relevant terminology. We 
must first make a distinction between paid and unpaid leave. There is 
no paid leave at the federal level, but some states and employers provide 
a percentage of employees’ wages or salary. Those who are eligible for 
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unpaid leave may be able to use paid vacation or sick days, if available 
from their employer, to cover their pay. Some states and employers make 
distinctions between maternity and paternity leave, but most policies 
refer to parental or family leave, the latter being inclusive of leave to 
provide care for sick family members.

The Absence of Statutory Paid Parental Leave at the 
National Level

The only US federal policy that addresses parental leave is the Family 
and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which was passed in 1993 and signed 
into law by Democratic President Bill Clinton. There was much resis-
tance to this act as it was introduced in Congress each year between 
1984 and 1993. It finally passed in 1991 and 1992, only to be vetoed by 
Republican President George H. W. Bush. Much of the opposition to 
FMLA focused on the potential damage to businesses and employ-
ers.10 On the other hand, much of the motivation for introducing family 
leave centered on women’s increasing participation in the labor force. 
In particular, legislators noted the need to respond to the dramatic rise 
in employment among mothers of young children and the growing 
need for two- income households, as well as the surge in single- parent 
families.11 Arguments in favor of FMLA raised the potential benefits to 
businesses, including lower turnover rates and increased productivity. 
Interestingly, some politicians at the time also noted that the US was out 
of touch with the rest of the world on this issue. Notably, however, there 
was very limited discussion of fathers and paternity leave at this time.12

The final version signed by President Clinton in January 1993, which 
has been in effect since August 1993, allows up to twelve weeks of unpaid 
leave for eligible employees. When first drated, the bill provided eigh-
teen weeks for parental leave and twenty- six weeks for medical leave.13 
Although Dr. Berry Brazelton, pediatrics professor at Harvard and host 
of “What Every Baby Knows,” testified before Congress that parental 
leave should be at least four months to allow for healthy bonding be-
tween parent and child, in order to gather enough support to pass the 
bill the length of leave was reduced to twelve weeks.14 Pressure for paid 
leave from women’s organizations was unsuccessful, as the political en-
vironment during the Reagan era emphasized small government, and 
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the sponsors realized that an unpaid leave benefit would have the best 
chance of passing.15 It was not ideal, but it was the best we could do at 
the time.

FMLA, as its name suggests, covers family and medical reasons for 
leave. Medical leave includes time off to care for oneself or a family 
member (spouse, child, parent) who is experiencing a serious medical 
condition. Family leave includes time off for pregnancy, adoption, or 
foster placement and care of newborn or newly adopted children. FMLA 
also covers time off for family military leave related to an injured service 
member or to deal with needs that arise from a family member’s deploy-
ment. FMLA leave is an individual right of each eligible employee. How-
ever, there is an exception to this: when two spouses work for the same 
employer. While each spouse is able to take the twelve weeks for their 
own illness or to care for a spouse or child with a serious health condi-
tion, there is a combined limitation of twelve weeks for the birth, place-
ment, and bonding of a new child (as well as to care for an ill parent).

To be eligible, an employee has to work for an eligible worksite, which 
includes only firms that have at least fity employees. Even if an em-
ployee works for an eligible employer, they must have worked for the 
same employer for at least one year and must have worked at least 1,250 
hours during the previous year. There is the possibility for some flexibil-
ity in the form of intermittent leave or a reduced schedule for use with 
bonding leave, but this is let to the individual employer’s discretion. 
Leave is job- protected, which means that the employer must allow the 
employee to return to their original job or an equivalent job (as deter-
mined by pay, benefits, and other conditions) and must continue health 
insurance coverage for the employee while on leave. Those working for 
small businesses, particularly those with fewer than ten employees, and 
those working in service and retail comprise much of those not covered 
by FMLA.16

A few states have extended the number of weeks covered by FMLA, 
lowered the requirement that employers have at least fity employees, or 
broadened temporary disability insurance (TDI) to include pregnancy 
and childbirth (all of these states but Hawaii have introduced paid fam-
ily leave and are covered in the next section). For example, Hawaii’s TDI 
program offers up to twenty- six weeks of leave for eligible employees 
(those who have been employed with their employer for at least fourteen 
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weeks, worked twenty or more hours per week, and earned $400 or 
more per week) at 58 percent of wages. Most states do not provide these 
benefits, and therefore there is no paid leave for many new parents, in-
cluding mothers who are recovering from childbirth. Sometimes their 
only protection comes from the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978, 
which mandates that employers with fiteen or more employees can-
not discriminate against an employee based on current pregnancy, past 
pregnancy, potential pregnancy, or medical conditions related to preg-
nancy or childbirth. It also requires employers to treat pregnant employ-
ees the same as they would treat other temporarily disabled employees. 
This may involve paid leave, but that is not required.

So this is what we have to work with. But how is it working? Is it 
serving the needs of America’s new parents? In order to assess the effec-
tiveness of FMLA, the Department of Labor commissioned surveys in 
1995, 2000, and 2012. In the most recent survey, only 17 percent of work-
sites report that the policy applies to them and another 30 percent are 
unsure if FMLA applies to their worksite. Meanwhile, Klerman, Daly, 
and Pozniak, researchers at Abt Associates hired by the Department of 
Labor, impute that only 10 percent of worksites meet eligibility require-
ments.17 In considering employee eligibility for FMLA, only 59 percent 
of employees meet all of the requirements (worked full- time or at least 
1,250 hours at a worksite with fity or more employees continuously for 
the past year). Awareness of FMLA increased from 56 percent of work-
ers in 1995 to 66 percent of workers in 2012, with the most common way 
of learning about FMLA coming from Human Resources or a poster at 
work. Based on an analysis of the Current Population Survey for 2011– 
2014, only 38 percent of working adults who are eligible for FMLA can 
afford unpaid leave. This varies from 28.6 percent in Idaho to 44.7 per-
cent in Virginia.18 The bottom line is that few workplaces are covered 
under FMLA, 41 percent of employees are not eligible for FMLA, and 
even fewer workers feel they can afford to take unpaid leave.

Nevertheless, family and medical leave- taking is fairly common 
among American workers, with 13 percent of all employees in the coun-
try taking leave for a new child, their own illness, or to care for a sick 
family member each year. Extended over several years, the proportion 
of all workers taking some form of leave is likely to be sizeable. However, 
there is a notable difference in leave- taking by eligibility, with 16 percent 
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of those who are eligible for FMLA taking leave compared to 10 percent of 
those not eligible for FMLA. It is also important to note that a minority 
of leave is to care for a new child— only 21 percent of leave takers fall into 
this category. On the other hand, a slight majority of leave takers (55 per-
cent) take leave for their own illness and 18 percent take leave to care for 
a parent, spouse, or child. Close to half of employees (48 percent) receive 
pay while on leave, mainly through paid sick leave, vacation leave, and 
personal leave, while 17 percent receive partial pay and 34 percent re-
ceive no pay (note these figures apply to all family leave, not just parental 
leave). Not surprisingly, low- income workers and those taking longer 
leave are less likely to receive pay, and the second most common reason 
for returning to work, ater no longer needing leave, is the inability to 
afford leave (reported by 40 percent of employees who take leave). Nev-
ertheless, most employers seem to have a positive or neutral view toward 
FMLA. A large majority (85 percent) of employers report that it is easy 
to comply with FMLA, and only a very small number (2 to 3 percent) of 
employers report confirmed or suspected misuse of FMLA.

There have been recent attempts to pass paid parental leave at the 
national level, most notably in the form of the Family and Medical In-
surance Leave Act (known as the FAMILY Act), but they have thus far 
failed. In 2013, Democratic Senator Gillibrand and Representative De-
Lauro first introduced the FAMILY Act. When they reintroduced the 
bill in 2015, it was referred to the Committee on Finance in the Senate 
and moved to the Subcommittee on Social Security in the House, but 
never made it out of the Republican- controlled committees. Most re-
cently, on February 7, 2017 Senator Kirsten Gillibrand reintroduced the 
FAMILY Act to the 115th Congress.19 The FAMILY Act would provide 
up to twelve weeks of paid leave for the birth or adoption of a new child, 
to care for a sick child, partner, or parent, or to care for oneself. Workers 
on leave would receive 66 percent of their wages, up to a maximum of 
$4,000 per month. Funding for the program would come from a small 
tax of 0.2 percent of wages collected from employers and employees.20 
The main difference between FMLA and the FAMILY Act is that the 
FAMILY Act would provide paid leave. Eligibility and length of leave 
(twelve weeks) are the same under both policies.

While President Obama was unable to pass paid family leave under 
his administration, he gave an executive order in January 2015 that 
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allowed up to six weeks of paid parental leave for federal workers. Under 
this order, federal agencies were required to let their employees use sick 
leave to care for a newborn or newly adopted child. It did not necessarily 
create new leave, as federal employees have access to sick leave, but it did 
allow federal employees to use sick leave for a new child and to advance 
sick leave days if they had not accumulated six weeks. The Presidential 
Memorandum included the following statement:

Men and women both need time to care for their families and should 
have access to workplace flexibilities that help them succeed at work and 
at home. Offering family leave and other workplace flexibilities to parents 
can help achieve the goals of recruiting and retaining talent, lowering 
costly worker turnover, increasing employee engagement, boosting em-
ployee morale, and ensuring a diverse and inclusive workforce. Yet, the 
United States lags behind almost every other country in ensuring some 
form of paid parental leave to its Federal workforce; we are the only de-
veloped country in the world without it.21

Here we see that President Obama finds it alarming that the US is so out 
of step with the rest of the world.

State- Level Policies

In addition to the states that have broadened FMLA coverage, eight 
states have passed laws establishing their own paid parental leave pro-
grams, and four of these are currently in effect. As with other policies, 
there are stark differences in parental leave policy among states.22 As 
Seymour Martin Lipset, an influential American sociologist, argued, the 
historical absence of a monarchy and the prominence of individualism 
in its creation means Americans are less deferential to government.23 
Many believe that politicians, especially those at the national level, can-
not know what is best for them. These are the same arguments that have 
been made around issues as diverse as education, abortion, and same- 
sex marriage. Passing parental leave at the state level has not been easy, 
but strong local actors have been involved. Below, I highlight the policies 
passed in California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York, Washington, 
and Massachusetts.
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California

California was the first state to introduce paid family leave, with the 
passage of Paid Family Leave (PFL) in 2002. As with FMLA, this policy 
covers care for newborn and newly adopted/fostered children, called 
bonding claims. Like FMLA, it also covers care for a spouse, child, or 
parent with a serious medical condition— instances called caring claims. 
Unlike FMLA, it from the start included registered domestic partners 
and, in 2014, added siblings, parents- in- law, grandparents, and grand-
children as eligible ill family members. This program offers up to six 
weeks of leave, and until a recent increase, it was paid at approximately 
55 percent of wages. It is based on State Disability Insurance. Individual 
employees have rights to Paid Family Leave, so both mothers and fathers 
can take six weeks of paid leave.

Efforts to pass paid family leave began in the late 1990s, when State 
Senator Hilda Solis introduced a bill that required the Employment De-
velopment Department (EDD) to conduct a study on the costs of ex-
panding state disability insurance benefits to individuals on family leave. 
When the study was released in 2000, it showed that family leave could 
be covered under state disability insurance for an increase of as little as a 
0.1 percent of the state payroll tax. State Senator Sheila Kuehl introduced 
Senate Bill 1661 in February 2002. It originally included twelve weeks of 
paid leave (parallel to the amount of unpaid time offered by FMLA) and 
cost- sharing between employees and employers. While the bill garnered 
major support among Democrats and work- family organizations, busi-
ness groups lobbied against it. Ater negotiations, the bill reduced leave 
to six weeks, deleted the employer contribution, and allowed a require-
ment that employees use up their vacation time (up to two weeks) before 
obtaining state benefits. This last requirement does not apply to new birth 
mothers, who can claim pregnancy- related disability insurance. Once 
these changes were made, the bill was approved quickly and signed into 
law by Governor Gray Davis on September 23, 2002. PFL went into ef-
fect on January 1, 2004, when the state started withholding 0.9 percent in 
payroll tax, and the EDD processed claims starting on July 1, 2004.

Parental leave claims must occur in the first year ater the birth or 
placement of the child, and there was a waiting period of seven days be-
fore benefits could be paid (though this could overlap with an employer 
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policy if the employer required use of vacation time first). In 2016, As-
semblyman Jimmy Gomez introduced a measure, and Governor Jerry 
Brown signed the law, that amended PFL to increase benefits and elimi-
nate the seven- day waiting period. While the initial law included paid 
leave at a rate of 55 percent of the employee’s weekly wages, there was a 
recent increase in the percentage of pay offered to those on leave. As of 
January 1, 2018, workers whose wages are close to the minimum wage 
are eligible for 70 percent of their wages while on leave, while those with 
higher wages are eligible for 60 percent of their wages. The maximum 
benefit as of 2019 is $1,252 per week.

California’s PFL goes well beyond the federal policy, so how has it 
done? The evidence so far suggests the program has been successful in 
increasing parents’ use of leave while having minimal impact on em-
ployers. Between 2004 and 2009, the number of claims per one hundred 
live births increased from twenty- four to 30.24 Furthermore, between 
2009 and 2010 and between 2015 and 2016, the total claims paid in-
creased from 180,675 to 233,113, and the percent of bonding claims filed 
has remained high at 88 percent, with the remaining 12 percent being 
caring claims.25 Another hopeful sign is that the percent of “male bond-
ing” claims has risen from 23 percent in 2007– 2008 to 35.5 percent in 
2015– 2016.26 In a quasi- experimental study of the program, researchers 
find that Paid Family Leave increases fathers’ leave- taking by 50 per-
cent for leave alone (while the mother is at work), and by 28 percent 
for concurrent leave (at the same time as the mother).27 Nevertheless, 
there remains a gap in how much leave men and women take: while men 
take a median of three weeks of bonding leave, women take a median 
of twelve weeks of bonding leave.28 Though studies thus far are limited, 
the evidence suggests that Paid Family Leave has had a positive impact 
on children and families through increased breastfeeding and time with 
children.29 In terms of employer effects, Ruth Milkman and Eileen Ap-
pelbaum, authors of Unfinished Business: Paid Family Leave in Califor-
nia and the Future of U.S. Work- Family Policy, suggest that employers 
are quite satisfied, with approximately 90 percent of the 250 California 
firms in their study saying the law had a positive effect or no effect on 
outcomes such as productivity and morale.30

Unfortunately, California’s paid family leave still lacks job protection. 
While those who are covered by FMLA and PFL can take paid leave 
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under the latter and have it protected under the former, workers who are 
not eligible for FMLA may have to take paid leave under PFL without 
the guarantee that their job will be available upon their return. Incred-
ibly, employers are not obligated to tell employees that there is no job 
protection.

New Jersey

New Jersey’s Family Temporary Disability Leave law (commonly known 
as Paid Family Leave) went into effect in 2009, five years ater Califor-
nia’s Paid Family Leave. As in California, there is no requirement for a 
minimum number of employees at a workplace (as there is with FMLA) 
and it is completely funded by a payroll tax and administered through 
the state’s Temporary Disability Benefit program. New Jersey’s Paid 
Family Leave also provides up to six weeks of leave. While the pay is 
two- thirds of an employee’s normal rate, which is higher than in Califor-
nia (except for low- wage workers), the maximum pay is $650 per week 
in 2019, much lower than in California. As with California’s policy, there 
is no job protection, which means that employers that are not covered by 
FMLA (those with fewer than fity employees) may decide not to hold a 
job for someone on leave. In 2017, State Senate President Steve Sweeney 
co- sponsored a bill to expand paid parental leave in New Jersey, but it 
was vetoed by the governor at the time, Republican Chris Christie. With 
Phil Murphy, a Democrat, taking over as governor in 2018, a new bill has 
been introduced, which increases leave length from six weeks to twelve 
weeks, increases the percent of pay from two- thirds to 90 percent, and 
raises the maximum benefit to $1,195 per week.31

According to a report issued by the Center for Economic and Pol-
icy Research (CEPR), the number of Paid Family Leave claims in New 
Jersey increased from 14,127 in 2009 to 29,456 in 2012. Bonding claims 
make up 82 percent of claims with the other 18 percent being family care 
claims. Unlike in California, there has been no notable increase in men’s 
bonding claims with men representing 12 percent of bonding claims in 
2009 and 2012.32 Little research has been done on this policy, though an 
early study showed positive views of the program but limited awareness 
of its existence.33
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Rhode Island

Rhode Island passed legislation called Temporary Caregiver Insurance in 
July 2013. It went into effect January 1, 2014, five years ater New Jersey’s 
policy and ten years ater California’s. As with these states, Rhode Island’s 
law builds on its Temporary Disability Insurance program. With a pay-
roll tax just above 1 percent, workers are able to take up to four weeks of 
leave at a 60- percent wage replacement, with benefits set at a minimum 
of $98 per week and a maximum of $852, as of 2019. Unlike the policies 
in California and New Jersey, Rhode Island’s policy provides job protec-
tion, similar to FMLA. Currently, State Senator Gayle Goldin and State 
Representative Christopher Blazejewski are pushing for a bill that would 
increase the length of leave to six weeks in 2019 and eight weeks in 2020.34

An early study of Temporary Caregiver Insurance shows that many 
workers have benefited from it, but awareness remains an issue. About half 
of workers in Rhode Island are aware of Temporary Caregiver Insurance, 
with lower awareness among Hispanics and low- income workers. Women 
make up the majority of Temporary Caregiver Insurance leave- takers (84 
percent compared to 16 percent of men). While 92 percent of mothers 
taking Temporary Caregiver Insurance use all four weeks of leave, only 
68 percent of fathers use the maximum time. Furthermore, Temporary 
Caregiver Insurance users seem to benefit in other ways as they are more 
likely to report an increase in income and fewer work absences as well as 
longer time spent breastfeeding and more well- baby visits.35

New York

The official website of the state of New York boasts that it has “the 
nation’s strongest and most comprehensive Paid Family Leave policy.”36 
The policy was passed in 2016 and came into effect on January 1, 2018, 
to be phased in over three years. In 2018, it provided eight weeks of 
leave at 50 percent of pay with increases to ten weeks of leave at 55 per-
cent of pay in 2019, ten weeks of leave at 60 percent of pay in 2020, 
and twelve weeks of leave at 67 percent of pay from 2021. Maximum 
pay is based on a percentage of the state average weekly wage, which is 
currently $1,296; for example, an employee who makes more than the 
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state average will receive $713 or 55 percent of $1,296. While employers 
cannot require employees to use vacation or sick leave, they may allow 
employees to use this leave in combination with family leave to achieve 
their full salary. Like the other states, New York is funding this program 
with an employee payroll deduction. Like Rhode Island, New York’s pol-
icy provides job- protected leave. It is more generous than other existing 
policies in a couple of ways. First, it currently provides the longest leave 
(though Washington and Massachusetts will provide twelve weeks when 
their programs begin; see below). Second, it covers part- time workers 
and coverage is not dependent on citizenship or immigration status. 

Figure 1.1. New York State Paid Family Leave advertisement. 
Source: Courtesy of r/actuallesbians
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Figure 1.1 shows one of the government advertisements for the policy 
that are posted in public places, including on the subway. The message is 
clearly inclusive as it depicts a lesbian couple with their baby and states: 
“All parents deserve time to bond with a new child.”

Washington

In 2007, Washington State passed the Family Leave Act, which parallels 
the FMLA in providing twelve weeks of job- protected leave. Due to a 
shortage in funding, it never went into effect. However, recent efforts 
have brought new life to paid leave in Washington, where benefits will 
begin January 1, 2020. Since Washington does not have a TDI program 
similar to the other states that have passed paid leave, its legislators 
have created a new system based on the state’s unemployment insur-
ance program.37 The new system combines a payroll tax and employer 
contributions. The premium is 0.4 percent of earnings, with employers 
paying approximately 37 percent (though they can choose to pay more). 
Businesses can substitute their own plans as long as they are at least as 
generous as the state law. Small businesses (fewer than fity employees) 
do not have to pay in, but their employees still pay 63 percent of the 0.4 
percent premium. All private sector employees are therefore covered.38 
When the program begins, payment will be 90 percent of average weekly 
wages for those who earn 50 percent or less of the statewide average; 
the formula is a bit more complicated for those who earn more than 50 
percent of the statewide average weekly wage.39

Massachusetts

Massachusetts passed paid family medical leave (House Bill 4640) in 
June 2018. This policy, set to take effect in 2021, will cover up to twelve 
weeks of parental leave to bond with a new child in the first year ater 
birth or adoption as well as leave to care for oneself or a family member 
with a serious health condition. In addition to spouses, children, and 
parents, family is defined to include domestic partners, grandchildren, 
parents’ in- laws, grandparents, and siblings. All Massachusetts employ-
ees will be eligible regardless of hours or amount of time in employment. 
It also covers self- employed workers who opt for coverage and former 
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employees who have been out of employment for twenty- six weeks or 
less. Employees must wait seven days before receiving wage replacement. 
Benefits are calculated at 80 percent of weekly wages up to a maximum 
of 50 percent of the state average weekly wage, plus an additional 50 per-
cent of weekly wages up to the maximum of $850 per week. An employer 
payroll tax of 0.63 percent of employee’s wages will fund this program. 
Employers with twenty- five or more employees can deduct up to 40 per-
cent of the contribution from employee’s wages for medical leave and 
100 percent of the contribution for family leave. Employers with fewer 
than twenty- five employees are not required to pay premiums.40

Other State Initiatives

Several other states are considering family leave legislation. In summer 
2019, Connecticut and Oregon passed paid family leave that will go into 
effect in 2022 and 2023, respectively. Hawaii is commissioning a study 
of how paid family leave could be implemented, setting the stage for a 
possible floor vote.41 Arizona introduced a measure in May 2016 that 
mandates a report with a cost analysis for a family leave program by July 
2020. Several states, including Arkansas, Colorado, Florida, Nebraska, 
New Mexico, Virginia, and Wisconsin, have introduced bills that have 
failed, died, been tabled, or been indefinitely postponed. These bills have 
mainly been introduced by Democrats.

Table 1.1 shows recent advances in state- level policies. To summarize, 
of the fity US states, the four top-listed here have a paid family leave 

Table 1.1. Summary of state- level policies
Year passed/ 

in effect
Length of 
leave Level of pay

Maximum 
pay per week

Job 
protection

California 2002/2004 6 weeks 60– 70% $1252 No

New Jersey 2008/2009 6 weeks 66% $650 No

Rhode Island 2013/2014 4 weeks 60% $852 Yes

New Yorka 2016/2018 10 weeks 55% $1,296 Yes

Washington 2017/2020 12 weeks Up to 90% $1,000 Yes

Massachusetts 2018/2021 12 weeks Up to 80% $850 Yes
aAs of 2019. When fully implemented in 2021, NY will provide 12 weeks at 67% pay
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policy in effect (California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York); four 
more have passed paid leave scheduled to go into effect over the next four 
years, as shown here for Washington (in 2020) and Massachusetts (in 2021). 
Scheduled but not listed are Connecticut (2022) and Oregon (2023). All of 
these states are considered politically liberal, with higher proportions of 
Democrats than Republicans. As of January 2018, only 21.4 percent of the 
US population is fortunate enough to be living in a state with paid leave.

Beyond the National and State Levels

States are not the only governments taking matters into their own hands. 
Some cities around the country, such as Pittsburgh and Austin, are 
starting to provide paid parental leave to city employees.42 In January 
2016, New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio signed a personnel order that 
provides paid leave for maternity, paternity, adoption, or foster care to 
those who work for the city, numbering around 20,000 employees. The 
order provides six weeks of leave at 100 percent of salary, and this can 
be extended to twelve weeks if combined with existing leave. The policy 
was funded by canceling a planned managerial raise and capping vaca-
tion at twenty- five days.43

San Francisco introduced paid leave for all new parents, which went 
into effect on January 1, 2017. This policy goes beyond California’s Paid 
Family Leave by offering one hundred percent of pay for six weeks and 
requiring employers to account for the difference between state and city 
policy. In other words, while the state policy provides sixty to seventy per-
cent of pay, the city policy requires employers to pay the remaining thirty 
to forty percent of a worker’s salary. This policy gradually applies to more 
and more workplaces. At its start, it applied to companies with fity or 
more workers, but as of 2018, it applies to companies with twenty or more 
employees. San Francisco’s law means that a national company with a 
branch in San Francisco must provide the remaining amount to cover full 
pay, regardless of what its policy is at its headquarters or in other branches. 
A report from the city controller shows that the policy would increase 
parents’ wages from an average of $743 per week to $1,351 per week. In 
fact, the upper limit for total benefits from the state and employer is $2,133, 
which means that those who earn less than  approximately $111,000 per 
year would receive full pay for the six weeks of leave.44
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The District of Columbia (Washington, DC) passed the Universal 
Paid- Leave Amendment Act in April 2017, effective July 2020. The policy 
will provide eight weeks of paid leave for the birth, adoption, or foster-
ing of a new child, as well as six weeks to care for a sick family member. 
All full- time and part- time private- sector workers who are employed 
in Washington, DC are eligible, regardless of residence, as long as they 
spend at least 50 percent of their work time in the District of Columbia. 
Benefits will be determined differently depending on wages. For work-
ers who earn up to 150 percent of the D.C. minimum wage, pay will be 
90 percent of their average weekly wage rate. For workers earning more, 
pay will be 90 percent of 150 percent of the minimum wage plus 50 per-
cent of the difference between the worker’s average weekly wage and 150 
percent of the minimum wage, up to $1,000 per week.45 Unlike policies 
in other cities, a business tax will fund this leave policy. There will be a 
one- week waiting period. Job protection is not guaranteed for those who 
work for smaller employers (those with fewer than twenty employees). 
Like the states that have passed paid family leave laws, the cities that 
have followed suit are let- leaning, with Democratic mayors.

Company Policies

Netflix received considerable attention in August 2015 when it introduced 
“unlimited” paid leave for salaried “streaming” employees— those who 
work in the company’s streaming division— during the first year of their 
child’s birth or adoption. The company later revised the policy to include 
more employees for shorter periods of time. In the last few years, several 
companies have introduced or expanded their family leave policies. In 
the first months of 2018, five companies introduced new or revised paren-
tal leave policies.46 In this section, I focus on recent changes to company 
policies, as outlined by the National Partnership for Women & Fami-
lies, in order to illustrate some similarities and differences across these 
policies in their aims and goals. Most are focused on improving their 
companies and doing better business in some way, but many also take 
stronger stances by molding policies that will improve gender equality.

Access to paid leave varies considerably by industry, with 37 percent 
of finance and insurance workers and 33 percent of information workers 
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having access to paid leave compared to only 5 percent of construction 
workers and 6 percent of leisure and hospitality workers. Those working 
for larger companies are also more likely to have access to paid fam-
ily leave— 23 percent of those working for companies with 500 or more 
employees versus 9 percent of those working for companies with fewer 
than one hundred employees.47 On top of all this, there is a great deal 
of movement between jobs, with the average American worker having 
a tenure with their current employer of only 4.2 years, which makes it 
less likely for people to have paid leave.48 Overall, access to paid leave 
reflects the broader inequality in the American labor force and society 
more generally, with more educated workers and those with higher in-
comes also having better leave benefits. Table 1.2 shows employer poli-
cies by length of leave offered.

Table 1.2. Employer policies by length of leave offered
10 weeks 12 weeks 14 weeks 16 weeks 18 weeks 20 weeks >20 weeks
Airbnb BP America Kering Bank of 

America
3M Amazon Adobe

CVS CarMax LL Bean Citi Capital One IBM American 
Express

Hilton Choice 
Hotels

Nestle Ernst & 
Young

GoDaddy Microsot Deloitte

Lowe’s Coca- Cola Nike Facebook Hasbro Twitter eBay

Walmart DOW 
Chemical

Honest Lyt Etsy

Gap IKEA Starbucks Mozilla

LinkedIn Levi Strauss Netflix

Sallie Mae Mastercard Spotify

Whirlpool PayPal

Pinterest

Procter & 
Gamble

Shell

Vanguard

Zillow

Source: National Partnership for Women & Families, http://www.nationalpartnership.org/

http://www.nationalpartnership.org/
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Leading by Example

Our employees are the lifeblood of our organization. This 
new policy represents an investment in them and their fami-
lies, but more than that, it’s simply the right thing to do.
— New York Presbyterian Hospital, May 201749

In April 2016, Twitter introduced twenty weeks of paid parental leave, 
doing away with differently structured leaves for primary and second-
ary caregiving. The company’s Vice President of Inclusion and Diversity, 
Jeffrey Siminoff, made the following notable statement: “The goal of this 
change was to expand how we think about parental leave. Primary care-
giving is something that’s hard to define . . . We want to lead by example 
and by doing so we can influence the decisions of others.”50 While many 
companies that offer paid leave distinguish between maternity and 
paternity or primary and secondary caregivers, Twitter saw the impor-
tance of removing labels and restrictions on different types of parents 
and families.

Making Up for a Lack of US Policy

Some companies are explicit about the lack of paid parental leave in this 
country. In August 2015, Adobe senior VP Donna Morris stated: “Car-
ing for yourself and your family at home helps you be your best at work. 
But in the US, government mandates for paid leave are currently slim 
to nonexistent. That means companies must navigate the tough balance 
between supporting employees during major life events and meeting 
business goals.” Stonyfield Farm made the following statement when 
announcing its twenty- four weeks of paid parental leave: “The US is 
tragically behind the rest of the world when it comes to acknowledging 
all of the benefits that come along with having a caregiver home when 
a child is introduced to the family. It resonates throughout that child’s 
life . . . We’re doing it because America is not doing it for us” (empha-
sis added).51 Hamdi Ulukaya, founder and CEO of Chobani (which 
means “shepherd” in Turkish), talked about how being a father influ-
enced his efforts to better support parents in his own company. When 
announcing their new policy of six weeks of paid parental leave in 
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October 2016, Ulukaya released the following statement: “As a founder 
and a new father, my son opened my eyes to the fact that the vast 
majority of workers in this country don’t have access to paid family 
leave when they have a new child. That’s especially true when it comes 
to manufacturing and that needs to change in this country and Cho-
bani needed to be part of that change.”52

Still other companies bring their European influence to the US. For 
example, Spotify was developed in Stockholm and offers twenty- four 
weeks of paid parental leave. In 2015, its Chief Human Resources Of-
ficer, Katarina Berg, announced: “This policy best defines who we are 
as a company, born out of a Swedish culture that places an emphasis on 
a healthy work/family balance, gender equality and the ability for every 
parent to spend quality time with the people that matter most in their 
lives.”53 Statements like these demonstrate how companies seek to ex-
press themselves more than as businesses but also as shapers of culture. 
In Spotify’s case, it explicitly acknowledges the importance of gender 
equality as well as time off for new parents. All of these companies noted 
the absence of US policy and their determination to make up for what 
the US lacks in parental leave policies.

Balancing Work and Family

It’s something we felt was so necessary in order to be family- 
friendly and to make sure our employees have the resources 
they need to balance family, finances and coming back to 
work.
— M&T Bank, September 201554

More and more companies are touting their family- friendly policies, 
including paid parental leave. OppenheimerFunds introduced parental 
leave in January 2018, noting that their company “recognizes the impor-
tance of work/life balance and offers rewarding career opportunities, 
while providing programs and benefits that recognize family and per-
sonal needs.” Others are more specific about the importance of having 
children and spending time with them. For example, FMC Corporation, 
a chemical manufacturing company, introduced its policy in October 
2016 with the following statement: “The ability to balance work while 
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caring for loved ones or welcoming a new baby to the family has become 
increasingly important. FMC is proud to be at the forefront of employers 
that are introducing progressive parental and dependent care benefits 
that help employees lead successful careers and raise great families.” At 
the same time, Levi Strauss & Company emphasized the particular sig-
nificance of having a child: “We recognize that one of the biggest life 
events for any man or woman is welcoming a new child, and we decided 
that we wanted to build on our support to our employees during this 
important bonding time. We know, and research has proved, families 
do better when parents are able to have the support and flexibility to 
cherish these important moments.”55 Noting that having or adopting a 
child is “one of the biggest life events” and that these moments should 
be treasured, this statement explicitly places value on children and fam-
ily. Other companies similarly highlight the importance of family time:

At Choice, we know how difficult it can be to achieve work/life balance 
and we are committed to providing our valued employees with the sup-
port they need. The time we each have to spend with our loved ones is 
never enough, and I’m proud that our company plans to give us all a little 
more of it.
— Choice Hotels International, September 2016

At IKEA, we believe time with family and friends is so important for a 
healthy work- life balance and a happy and productive workforce. This 
benefit, which applies to all parents, will give our co- workers the oppor-
tunity to spend more time with their families when welcoming a child.
— IKEA, December 201656

IKEA, another Swedish- based company, acknowledges the role of family 
and friends, or those who add to one’s “life,” in creating a positive work- 
life balance while also singling out time to spend with a new child. Choice 
further remarks on the feeling, noted by many, that we can never have 
enough time to spend with the people we love. According to a 2017 Pew 
Research Center poll, almost half of all parents of children under age eigh-
teen say they spend too little time with their children, and for fathers this 
rate is 63 percent. Pew also asked the main reason for spending too little 
time with kids and it is not surprising that work is the main culprit.57
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Some companies also raise the issue of choice in an effort to show the 
false dichotomy between choosing work and family. In January 2015, 
Intel made this statement: “At the end of the day, it’s about creating a 
work environment and culture that says you’re balancing an intense 
work life with a great family life . . . The days where you had to choose 
one or the other, we want to put that behind us.” Likewise, Schneider 
Electric states: “We’re committed to promoting a favorable work envi-
ronment where our employees have more control over their work and 
personal life responsibilities. Our refined family- leave policy ensures 
our employees have more paid time off when they need it, allowing 
them to avoid having to make a choice between work and their fam-
ily.” BASF, a chemical company, is more explicit in their December 2016 
statement: “We all have times when we need to be able to pause work 
and put family first. I’m happy to say that because of BASF’s approach 
to leave, our employees don’t have to choose between being there for 
the people they love and making a difference at work.”58 Here we see 
employers not only acknowledging the importance of family but recog-
nizing that most people see family as more important than work and, in 
fact, need to prioritize family when having a new child.

Some executives even bring up their own experiences as parents. John 
Mingé, president of BP America, said the following in May 2017: “Be-
coming a new parent is an exciting and life- changing experience. As 
a father, I know how important it is to have as much time as possible 
with your new arrival.”59 In this way, he relates to his employees, sharing 
their view of the uniqueness of the role and the importance of having 
parental leave. In September 2017, Dan Springer of DocuSign said: “As 
an executive who has taken time away from my career to raise my two 
teenage sons as a single father, I’ve seen first- hand the value of spending 
time with, bonding with and caring for one’s children— it’s personally 
enriching for both parent and child.” Springer’s experience as a single 
father was obviously influential in getting parental leave at DocuSign. 
He also speaks to the particular difficulties of being a single parent: 
“Even though I conceptually knew it, even though I had lived that as 
the child of a single mother, until I found myself trying to balance the 
two, you just can’t understand it. You kind of have to live it to feel the 
pressure you feel trying to do both jobs well.”60 Perhaps more executives 
should be single parents!



44 | The US Is Way behind the Rest of the World

Though some of his company’s policies have been unpopular, Mark 
Zuckerberg, founder and CEO of Facebook, has been a poster child for 
parental leave. When his second child was born in August 2017, he took 
one month off for the birth and then the entire month of December. 
He was spotted with his family in Hawaii and let the following mes-
sage on Facebook: “At Facebook, we offer four months of maternity and 
paternity leave because studies show that when working parents take 
time to be with their newborns, it’s good for the entire family. And I’m 
pretty sure the office will still be standing when I get back.” That state-
ment makes it clear not only that family time is important but also sets 
the example that even the top person in the company is not absolutely 
necessary all the time for the company to keep functioning.61

Diversity, Inclusion, and Twenty- First Century Families

There’s no one- size- fits- all approach for parents balancing 
family and work every day of their lives. That’s why our ben-
efits have to reflect the diverse needs of IBM families. That’s 
why, today, we’re dramatically expanding our family support 
options to meet the increasingly diverse needs of twenty- 
first century parenting . . . It’s important for IBM to reinvent 
family- friendly programs to address the needs of today’s 
parents.
— IBM, October 201762

Companies also increasingly focus on promoting diversity and inclu-
sion in the workplace. In their June 2017 announcement of sixteen weeks 
of paid leave for all parents, a Pinterest spokesperson stated: “Diversity 
and Inclusion are woven into the fabric of our culture” and emphasized 
the importance of responding to employee needs. With the potential 
to expand benefits, they noted that part of “growing our culture” is to 
ensure that “all employees and their families feel represented and sup-
ported.” Likewise, Procter & Gamble’s recent statement emphasizes 
diversity and inclusion: “Our expanded benefits recognize the diversity 
of P&G families, the diverse needs of P&G families, and our commit-
ment to full inclusion and support, both personally and professionally, 
during what is an undoubtedly special moment for our employees.”63
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As part of these efforts, there is recognition that families take many 
different forms. LinkedIn’s website states: “At LinkedIn we celebrate the 
fact that families today are formed in many different ways. And we want 
to provide resources and support for all of our employees and their fam-
ilies.”64 Without explicitly saying so, LinkedIn leaves room for lesbian 
and gay families and single- parent families as well as shared parenting, 
regardless of gender. The following statements go one step further by 
explicitly including fathers and adoption:

We are especially proud of the changes instituted today because they un-
derscore our strong support for the modern- day family, no matter what 
shape that family takes. In addition to the obvious benefits for mothers, 
our new policy is also a great stride forward in terms of fathers’ and adop-
tion parents’ leave.
— Johnson & Johnson, April 2015

We realize becoming a parent happens in different ways for different peo-
ple. In fact, families come in all different shapes and sizes, from becoming 
a new parent as a biological mother or father, through adoption or per-
haps through foster care or legal guardianship, and we want to support 
and celebrate that diversity.
— Scripps Networks Interactive, June 2016

We value the role that all parents play in raising children, so want to make 
sure mothers, fathers, same- sex partners and adoptive parents all have an 
opportunity to care for and bond with their newborn or adopted child.
— Hasbro, April 201665

These companies recognize that parental leave is not simply about 
heterosexual couples having children and mothers caring for those chil-
dren; they allow for the fact that same- sex couples and single parents 
may have children and that any individual parent may care for a child.

Gender Equality

The inclusive policies described above oten mention fathers, which 
is a nod to gender equality. More and more companies realize that 
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gender equality is not simply about hiring and promoting women in 
the workplace. As long as women are the ones who are expected to 
care for children, inequality will be maintained both at home and at 
work. Encouraging men to take parental leave and focus on their fami-
lies is a good way to support fathers having more time with children, 
but it is also a way to ensure a more level playing field for men and 
women at work. The acknowledgment that parental leave is critical 
for men as well as women is rather new. Jessica Alba, founder of the 
Honest Company, explained their paid parental leave policy (sixteen 
weeks) in September 2015: “You need to take that time also to bond 
with your baby; it’s also important for men to bond with their babies.” 
In December 2017, Legg Mason Human Resources Chief Patricia Lat-
tin announced that the financial services company would offer twelve 
weeks of paid parental leave by stating: “It shouldn’t matter if you are 
the mother or father. We felt it was important to equalize these poli-
cies. We needed to update our policies to look the way families look 
today.” Ernst & Young also note that their sixteen weeks of paid paren-
tal leave “empowers all of our parents— men and women— to take 
advantage of this special bonding time with their child before return-
ing back to work.”66

Some companies focus on achieving gender parity through these 
policies. For example, David MacLennan, CEO of Cargill, a food pro-
duction company, stated: “We believe inclusive teams deliver value, and 
we are committed to doing the important work to make gender parity a 
reality.” Other companies insist on removing gender or creating gender- 
neutral policies. In December 2015, the Nation noted simply that “pa-
rental leave is a critical benefit for both women and men at our growing 
company, and will be offered on a gender- neutral basis.” In April 2016, 
Coca- Cola released the following statement: “Fostering an inclusive 
workplace means valuing all parents— no matter their gender or sexual 
orientation. We think the most successful way to structure benefits to 
help working families is to make them gender- neutral and encourage 
both moms and dads to play an active role in their family lives.” This 
was part of an effort to make working at Coke more attractive to mil-
lennials and also to work against gender bias in the workplace, which 
is more likely to occur when women are seen as potential parents who 
might take leave while men are not.67 Constellation Brands released the 
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following, similar statement in March 2017: “The expanded parental 
leave policy helps . . . build an inclusive environment that supports both 
working moms and dads by removing gender from the equation. We’re 
confident that these enhanced benefits will allow the time needed to 
bond with their children so that when they return to work, new moms 
and dads will be more productive and successful.”68 By removing gender 
as a factor, these companies intend to promote greater understanding 
between men and women and ultimately gender equity.

Table 1.3 shows my classification of employer leave policies accord-
ing to the gendering of their policy. Gender equal is parental leave only, 
with no mention of maternity/paternity leave. Gender modified is equal 
parental leave of at least six weeks plus maternity leave of six to eight 
weeks. Gender unequal is for those companies with more than two 
times the maternity leave as paternity or parental leave. Gender neutral 

Table 1.3. Employer policies by gendering of policy

Gender equal Gender modified Gender unequal
Gender neutral 
gendering

Activision Blizzard 3M Amazon Adobe

Airbnb Accenture Blackstone Group Anheuser- Busch

APCO Worldwide American Express BP America AXA

Bank of America BASF Broadridge Financial 
Solutions

Barclays PLC

Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield of North 
Carolina

BCG Capital One Bloomberg L.P.

Bristol- Myers 
Squibb

CA Technologies CarMax Campbell Soup 
Company

Chobani Citi Children’s National 
Health System

Cisco

Crowley Maritime 
Corporation

Coca- Cola Choice Hotels 
International

Credit Suisse Group

Ernst & Young Constellation Brands The Container Store Danone

Etsy Deloitte CVS DocuSign

Facebook Discovery 
Communications

Dollar General First Data

Gap Inc. Duke Energy DOW Chemical Goldman Sachs

(continued)



The Honest 
Company

Ecolab Eagle Mine Hometeam

Klarna Exelon eBay JPMorgan Chase

Legg Mason FMC Corporation Fidelity Investments M&T Bank

LinkedIn GoDaddy Fith Third Bank Morgan Stanley

Lyt Hasbro First Tennessee Nestlé

Marks Paneth IBM Hilton Worldwide New York- 
Presbyterian Hospital

The Nation IKEA Intel Procter & Gamble

Netflix Levi Strauss & Co. Johnson & Johnson RaceTrac

Pinterest L.L. Bean KEEN Footwear RB

Spotify Mastercard Kering Rio Tinto

Stonyfield Farm Microsot Land O’Lakes Sallie Mae

SurveyMonkey Nike Lowe’s Schneider Electric

TD Bank Nordstrom Mozilla Scripps Networks 
Interactive

TIAA NVIDIA Noodles & Company Transurban**

Twitter OppenheimerFunds Vanguard Wells Fargo

USAA PayPal Whirlpool XL Catlin

Protective Life Yum! Brands

PwC

Shell

Starbucks*

State Street*

TJX Companies

Unum

Walmart*

WEX Inc.

Zillow

Note: Discovery Communications offers twenty to twenty- two weeks of maternity leave and twelve weeks of 
parental leave. NVIDIA offers twenty- two weeks of maternity leave and twelve weeks of parental leave.
* Starbucks offers eighteen weeks of maternity leave and twelve weeks of parental leave for non- store partners 
and six weeks of parental leave for store partners. State Street offers maternity and parental leave for birth 
parents but only four weeks of primary- caregiver leave for adoptive parents. Walmart offers four more weeks of 
maternity leave than parental leave (ten weeks versus six weeks).
** Transurban only offers primary- caregiver leave.

Table 1.3. Employer policies by gendering of policy (continued)

Gender equal Gender modified Gender unequal
Gender neutral 
gendering
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gendering is for those companies that offer primary and secondary- 
caregiver leave, which creates categories that generally label mothers as 
primary caregivers and fathers as secondary. Etsy, Netflix, and Spotify 
are the only companies that offer long parental leave that is equal for all 
parents (Twitter also fits in this category, if we include companies with 
20+ weeks of parental leave).

Gendered Employer Policies

Unlike the companies that seek to promote gender equality through 
gender- equal policies, many companies have separate maternity leave 
and paternity leave policies. These policies signal an essential difference 
between female and male employees. Some maternity leave policies pro-
vide six to eight weeks for birth mothers with the expectation that it 
takes that long to physically recover from giving birth. Examples include 
Deloitte (twenty- four weeks of maternity leave for birth mothers and 
sixteen weeks of parental leave for other parents), Duke Energy (twelve 
weeks of leave for birth mothers and six weeks of parental leave for other 
parents), Fith Third Bank (ten weeks of maternity leave and four weeks 
of paternity leave), GoDaddy (eighteen weeks of leave for birth mothers 
and twelve weeks of leave for other parents), Hasbro (sixteen to eigh-
teen weeks of leave for birth mothers and ten weeks of leave for other 
parents), Levi Strauss & Co. (fourteen to sixteen weeks of leave for birth 
mothers and eight weeks for other parents), Mastercard (sixteen weeks 
of maternity leave and eight weeks of parental leave), Microsot (twenty 
weeks of leave for birth mothers and twelve weeks of leave for other par-
ents), Nike (fourteen weeks of leave for birth mothers and eight weeks of 
leave for other parents), Walmart (ten weeks of maternity and six weeks 
of parental leave), and Zillow (sixteen weeks of maternity and eight 
weeks of parental leave). Hilton Worldwide offers ten weeks of leave to 
birth mothers and two weeks of parental leave to other parents. While 
eight weeks is in range of medical necessity, the additional two weeks 
marks a stark difference between birth mothers and other parents. Like 
Hilton, Land O’Lakes also provides ten weeks of maternity leave and 
two weeks of parental leave. Their press release notes that they are at the 
forefront in terms of benefits. Intel provides twenty- one weeks of leave 
for birth mothers and eight weeks of leave for other parents. They also 
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provide funds for adoption expenses, fertility treatments, and expenses 
related to freezing eggs, sperm, and embryos, suggesting they want to 
support employees’ desires to have children. Yet, the length of maternity 
leave is 2.5 times that of parental leave.

In the following subsections, I focus on gendered parental leave poli-
cies. This can happen through marking differences between maternity 
and paternity leave, seemingly gender- neutral policies that target pri-
mary versus secondary caregivers, and policies that specifically apply to 
women/mothers and exclude men/fathers. While having any policy is 
bound to help at least some people, policies that treat men and women 
differently, particularly those that reinforce female employees’ roles at 
home, will likely harm women and the broader goal of gender equality 
in the longer term.

Maternity versus Paternity Leave

Several companies make a distinction between maternity and paternity 
leave. In their efforts to be inclusive of women in the workplace, they 
are highlighting gender differences and traditional assumptions about 
women as caregivers. This ultimately sets up women as working mothers 
and men as workers. Who would you want to hire? Blackstone Group, a 
financial services company that offers sixteen weeks of maternity leave 
and only two weeks of paternity leave, highlights the significance of 
their policy for their female employees. Their press release in April 2015 
states: “The financial services industry has historically struggled to recruit 
and retain women, but by instituting robust policies that support work-
ing mothers and all employees as they integrate their work and family 
responsibilities, we hope to help make asset management a more attractive 
industry for women” [emphasis added]. The Container Store’s website, 
updated in December 2017, indicates: “We are committed to ensuring 
that our mothers can strike the perfect balance between work and fam-
ily life. This belief exceeds that of many other companies that are much 
larger than ours, and is in keeping with our philosophy of providing out-
standing benefits to our employees.”69 The focus on mothers in the first 
sentence contrasts with the focus on employees in the second sentence, 
but these statements are in line with the company’s different policies for 
birth mothers (eight weeks) versus other parents (two weeks).
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Dow Chemical’s chief medical officer, Dr. Catherine Baase, cited 
medical evidence in announcing the company’s new policy in January 
2016. Baase stated: “A twelve- week global minimum maternity leave 
policy supports Dow’s Health Strategy and the recommendations of 
global medical experts for a balanced family life and a focused, produc-
tive employee, as well as adequate time to ensure that a child’s wellbe-
ing is properly provided for when the mother returns to work.”70 Dow 
provides twelve weeks of maternity leave for birth mothers, two weeks 
of parental leave, and four weeks of adoptive parental leave, clearly em-
phasizing the importance of birth mothers. The focus on ensuring the 
child’s well- being ater mothers return to work also suggests that fathers 
have a limited role in child’s well- being.

Eagle Mine provides twelve weeks of maternity leave and two weeks 
of paternity leave. Because the company includes adoptive parents under 
both maternity and paternity leave, it makes a clear distinction between 
mothers and fathers. The inclusion of adoptive parents in maternity 
leave suggests that leave is not about medical needs but about caring 
for new children, which apparently does not include fathers (biological 
or adoptive). In March 2017, Eagle Mine’s general manager stated: “We 
don’t ever want our employees to be faced with the difficult choice of 
whether to stay home during those first few months with their child . . . 
Not only is paid leave a woman’s issue, but it’s a global economic issue.”71 
There are two points. First, the statement refers to helping employees 
so that they do not have to choose between their job and their child. 
The company’s policy, however, only provides two weeks of paternity 
leave and therefore does nothing to help ameliorate fathers’ choices be-
tween work and family. Second, the statement also explicitly presents 
paid leave as a woman’s issue. When I first read this, I was expecting it to 
say something along the lines of, leave is not only a woman’s issue but a 
man’s issue, too, or a parent’s issue. By stating that it is also an economic 
issue, because of the importance of attracting and retaining good em-
ployees, the company missed the opportunity to include fathers.

An extreme example of differences between maternity and parental 
leave is Kering’s policy. Kering, a luxury group that owns brands includ-
ing Gucci and Yves Saint Laurent, offers fourteen weeks of maternity 
leave and only one week of parental leave. The irony is that the compa-
ny’s CEO, Francois- Henri Pinault, made the following statement: “This 
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initiative, which is particularly close to my heart, reflects our enduring 
commitment to promoting equality between men and women through-
out their careers, whatever their personal circumstances.”72 Neverthe-
less, men are relegated to one week of parental leave unless they are part 
of a gay couple. It is not clear to me in what world fourteen weeks is equal 
to one week. Furthermore, the focus on helping women balance families 
and careers, without a corresponding policy for men, is not as helpful as 
Pinault thinks. When leave is so different for women and men, women 
become the workers who are seen as the ones who take off time from 
work, the ones who are not as committed to their jobs.

Primary versus Secondary Caregivers

Several companies distinguish between primary- caregiver leave and 
secondary- caregiver leave. Oten, they make the argument that this 
language is an attempt to be gender- neutral. However, creating two cate-
gories of caregivers creates two different classes of parents. One class of 
parents, the primary caregivers, would seem to be more important in 
this scenario. They are the ones who will stay home and care for new-
borns and likely take on the majority of the responsibility for caring 
and raising children. The other class of parents, the secondary care-
givers, are not as important and can make do with taking a couple of 
weeks to help the primary caregiver settle in. In addition, the compa-
nies that distinguish between primary and secondary- caregiver leave 
tend to provide much more primary- caregiver leave than secondary- 
caregiver leave. For example, Wells Fargo provides sixteen weeks of 
primary- caregiver leave and four weeks of secondary- caregiver leave 
and M&T Bank provides twelve weeks of primary- caregiver leave and 
two weeks of secondary- caregiver leave (both include adoptive par-
ents). One of the companies with the largest difference in leave policies 
is Credit Suisse Group, which offers twenty weeks of primary- caregiver 
leave but only one week of secondary- caregiver leave, while proclaim-
ing it has a competitive program. It is important to note that it allows 
secondary caregivers to take up to nineteen additional weeks of unpaid 
parental leave, which suggests they realize that all parents may want/
need to take leave— but fails to provide a realistic (paid) opportunity 
to do so.
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RB, a consumer goods company whose brands include Lysol, Mu-
cinex, and Enfamil, presents another example of an extreme difference be-
tween primary- caregiver leave (sixteen weeks) and secondary- caregiver 
leave (one week). It is interesting that they note that the decision regard-
ing this program was “an important one, particularly for our employees 
residing in the US.” This suggests the company’s awareness of the lack of 
paid parental leave in the US. At the same time, the company presents 
their employees with a choice— they can be either a primary caregiver 
(assumed for mothers but proven for fathers) or a secondary caregiver. 
Similarly, JPMorgan Chase, a financial services company, provides sixteen 
weeks of primary- caregiver leave and two weeks of secondary- caregiver 
leave. Even so, their January 2016 statement includes the following: “A 
lot of people in our demographic are having children, and [our policy] 
is something that just helps support them at these critical moments that 
take place in life.”73 While the use of “people” denotes a more general 
policy, there is a large difference between sixteen weeks, which could be 
very supportive, and two weeks, which is not very supportive of this 
“critical moment.”

Companies that make a distinction between primary and secondary 
caregivers oten frame this as a gender- neutral policy. First Data, for ex-
ample, makes the following statement: “We are thrilled to announce our 
new gender- neutral paid parental leave policy that puts families first. At 
First Data, we believe that cultivating an environment where everyone 
can thrive professionally without sacrificing essential family obligations 
ultimately creates a more productive, long- serving and loyal workforce.” 
First Data provides twelve weeks of primary- caregiver leave (includ-
ing adoptive and foster parents) and two weeks of secondary- caregiver 
leave. This policy has the potential to be more gender- neutral as it is not 
tied to birth mothers. However, it still creates a large distinction between 
primary (more important) parents and secondary (less important) par-
ents. Citi also touts its gender- neutral policy: “We recognize that fami-
lies and parental roles evolve and that our policies should evolve to 
support those changing needs. To that end, we are pleased to announce 
our enhanced parenting leave policies to support Citi parents, regard-
less of gender, in caring for and building a bond with their newborn 
and newly adopted children.”74 Since Citi offers sixteen weeks of mater-
nity leave and eight weeks of secondary- caregiver leave, it appears that 
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gender is still very much factored into its policies. The language from its 
statement suggests that families might evolve— perhaps a nod toward 
gay and lesbian couples— and that parental roles might evolve— perhaps 
a nod toward working mothers and more- involved fathers. Yet neither 
of these family types would be fully supported under this policy. Both 
members of a gay couple and more involved fathers would both need to 
rely on the secondary- caregiver leave. Danone food company labels its 
policies “primary- caregiver leave” and “secondary- caregiver leave,” but 
it explicitly provides eighteen weeks of leave for birth mothers, which 
leaves only two weeks of secondary- caregiver leave for men who part-
ner with birth mothers. Note that adoptive parents who identify as the 
primary caregiver get fourteen weeks of leave, which is likely meant to 
be taken by mothers and gay fathers.

Other companies are more explicit about their equation of primary 
caregiving with mothers. Goldman Sachs, an investment banking com-
pany, and XL Catlin, an insurance company, explicitly identify mothers 
as primary caregivers and fathers as secondary caregivers by labeling 
their leave policies “maternity and primary- caregiver leave” and “pater-
nity and secondary- caregiver leave.” In a June 2015 statement, Goldman 
Sachs offered its rationale: “we have a number of employees where both 
spouses or partners are working and in order to provide opportunities 
for them to balance both their work and personal lives, it was important 
to provide individuals the opportunities to spend more time with their 
families.”75 The mention of partners and the inclusion of adoptive par-
ents in both policies suggests an attempt to leave open the possibility 
of a gay father taking maternity and primary- caregiver leave, but the 
assumption still exists that mothers will take this leave unless there is 
some unusual circumstance.

Hometeam, a health company focused on in- home care, equates care-
givers with mothers. Its director of communications and policy states: 
“We believe that caregivers should have the same benefits as those in 
the corporate office. We felt like maternity leave should absolutely be 
included in that.” Even though the company labels its policies “primary 
caregiver” and “secondary caregiver,” the emphasis on maternity leave 
makes it clear that it will be women who are expected to use the primary- 
caregiver leave. This is more problematic because of the difference be-
tween primary (twelve weeks) and secondary (two weeks) caregiver 
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leave. Likewise, Procter & Gamble distinguishes between maternity 
leave, secondary- caregiver leave, and adoptive parental leave. Although 
it offers sixteen weeks of maternity and adoptive parental leave, it only 
provides four weeks of secondary- caregiver leave. By default, biological 
fathers can only fit into the secondary caregiver category.

Perhaps these policies can be seen as a step forward. Surely, they are 
good for some employees and oten do leave open the possibility that 
any parent can be a primary caregiver. The policies that distinguish birth 
mothers, however, clearly make the distinction between the person hav-
ing the baby and other parents. The policies that include adoptive par-
ents in both primary and secondary caregiver categories suggest any 
person can be a primary or secondary caregiver, but they also implicitly 
rule out the idea that two people may parent equally. Why do families 
have to choose?

Maternity Leave/Primary Caregiver Leave Only

While less common, a few companies offer only maternity or primary- 
caregiver leave. These companies obviously do not feel as though 
paternity leave is important. Nestlé offers fourteen weeks of maternity 
and primary- caregiver leave. While men can use this policy as primary 
or adoptive parents (assuming there is no mother in the picture), their 
June 2015 statement makes it clear that the policy is intended for moth-
ers: “This policy will help us better support mothers and their families 
in our sites across the world and reinforces our support for exclusive 
breastfeeding during the first six months of a child’s life.”76 Not only 
does this statement mention mothers without mentioning fathers, but 
it specifically mentions support for exclusive breastfeeding, a stance 
that could alienate mothers who bottle- feed. Not to mention that four-
teen weeks is not actually six months, meaning the policy will not even 
cover the period mentioned in their statement (though they also allow 
employees to take an additional twelve weeks of unpaid leave).

Transurban, a transportation company focused on toll roads, of-
fers sixteen weeks of primary- caregiver leave. Although this policy is 
not restricted to birth mothers, it implies that only one parent needs 
to take leave to care for a new child. Their March 2017 statement also 
sends mixed messages about gender and parental leave: “We have to 
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keep working on inclusion of women in this environment, but they 
have to move away from being viewed as women’s issues. For us to 
really harness the true available talent, we have to have policies truly 
embracing of flexibility and inclusion.”77 This statement suggests that 
parental leave will help attract and retain more female employees, yet 
it also attempts to broaden the policy to be more inclusive of other 
parents.

While these policies may be a starting place, under the assumption 
that something is better than nothing, we need to include all parents, 
which means men, too. These types of policies operate under the out-
dated breadwinner- homemaker assumption in which one parent stays 
home to care for the child (the mom) while the other carries on working 
(the dad). These policies not only exclude men, but they actually make 
it more difficult for women to advance in the workplace.

Obstacles to Taking Parental Leave

In order to understand the potential effects of parental leave policies on 
fathers, I talked with fathers about their experiences with leave. Even 
when men “technically” have access to time off, they oten feel pressure 
to take less time. For example, Julian,78 a thirty- three- year- old father of 
two from California, talked about his supervisor and work environment 
as not being amenable to employees taking a lot of leave. He explained:

I would say maybe a couple of things I think: one, is more just my direct 
supervisor doesn’t really take much time off if at all so we’ll come in on 
Saturdays and things like that, it’s not like scheduled working hours so I 
just didn’t quite feel comfortable being like “hey, can I take three weeks 
off.” I had the time technically. I think I had enough time to take over a 
month off at that point if I wanted to, but I just feel like it’s frowned upon 
at the workplace.

While Julian had enough paid days to take more than a month of leave 
when his second child was born, he only took two weeks. His supervisor 
clearly modeled working excessive hours, which created a situation in 
which workers could not even take off time they had accrued for some-
thing as significant as a new child.



The US Is Way behind the Rest of the World | 57

Finn, a physician and father of one, took off two weeks when his child 
was born. However, he wanted to take additional time by working a part- 
time schedule for several weeks. He thought this would be better than tak-
ing complete leave since he acknowledged that “there’s not many people 
who can cover what I do and I felt a little pressured into being here more 
than I needed to, or wanted to I should say.” His supervisor, who was also 
his friend, did not understand or ignored Finn’s request. As Finn relays:

Well, we discussed it a little bit and then he came by when I was still off 
right ater my son was born. And I said, well I know it’s going to be tough 
to cover my position. What if I do some partial days in a couple of weeks? 
I should have said I will be back to work on Tuesday, the whatever. I 
think that would’ve been a better way to approach it. Instead of asking I 
should’ve just said this is what I will do.

The dynamics of their working relationship and friendship did not bode 
well for Finn taking extended leave as his boss felt comfortable visiting 
him at home and complaining about his absence. In fact, Finn contin-
ues: “My supervisor had a temper tantrum and called me on a Monday 
and wanted to know why I wasn’t here. We discussed me working partial 
days and that would be starting the next day and that was not . . . I felt 
pressured to come to work.” Not only did his supervisor object to Finn’s 
preferred leave and schedule, but he continued to harass him while on 
leave about coming back. Others face similar pressures. Gabriel, who 
worked part- time at a movie theater while attending school, described 
the pressure he faced from his boss to return to work:

My boss called the next day and my son was in the incubator. The boss 
asked if I was coming to work today. With part- time work you don’t get 
any benefits, you don’t have paternity leave at all. I didn’t know what to 
do at that point. I was obviously really emotionally unavailable for work 
in every sense. So I told him I couldn’t come in. I didn’t know if they were 
going to fire me. It definitely made things more stressful, thinking my son 
could die, I might be fired over it, and it was really upsetting.

Gabriel was dealing with every parent’s worst nightmare, a sick child. 
And yet his boss was pressuring him to return to work while his son was 
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still in the hospital. While he clearly chose to stay home so he could be 
with his sick child, he also feared the real possibility of losing a job he 
needed in order to be able to pay for family expenses.

Perhaps the worst- case scenario is what was experienced by Mateo, 
an unemployed father who took eight weeks of parental leave while 
working as a lab technician in northern California. The short version 
of the story is that Mateo took parental leave and was fired. The long 
version is a bit more complicated. Ater taking several weeks of leave 
under California’s PFL and the federal FMLA, Mateo wanted to continue 
taking time off through these programs by working four days a week 
and taking each Monday off. He told me about the numerous meetings 
he had with different supervisors, who did not seem keen on the idea. 
Mateo describes the situation:

I was kind of scared to ask for FMLA. My priority was my son, to make 
sure I can provide as much care for him as possible because they grow up 
so quickly. I don’t care if they get pissed off. I went to [my boss’s] office 
one day and I asked her about it. She was really busy. It was urgent for me 
to tell her so I could get the thing signed and start taking the Mondays 
off. She was very displeased about it. Just her body language and verbally 
what she said. And I was like, “wow that’s not cool.” I was pretty upset 
about it for a while, but I thought, “I know my rights. I’m still going to 
take it. If they were to retaliate because I take time off, they’re not allowed 
to do that because it’s protected. It’s an act.” So one month ater that pro-
tected one- year thing, I lost the job. So I think that had a lot to do with it. 
But they’re not going to go, “this is the reason.” They found other reasons 
to get rid of me and some of those other things were inaccurate and false. 
We can use this and this and this as a witness. I was like, “wait a minute, 
those guys like me.” To this day, I saw someone at the grocery store who I 
worked under. They were like, “yeah man we’re still pissed off.”

While Mateo relied on California’s PFL and his accumulated time to take 
paid leave, he needed FMLA for the job- protected aspect of family leave. 
He conveyed his fears and yet went ahead with taking leave because he 
thought it was very important for his child and he thought he was pro-
tected by the law. However, ater time had elapsed, he was fired. He is 
confident that he was fired because he took leave and not based on the 



The US Is Way behind the Rest of the World | 59

“inaccurate and false” reasons they provided. Yet, he felt he was unable 
to fight against his employer and was looking for work when we talked. 
Men’s increasing participation as parents might help force a change.

There are other gaps in access to and utilization of parental leave re-
lated to class, race, and family status. More educated mothers and fathers 
are more likely to use parental leave.79 For fathers, occupational prestige 
is associated with taking leave, with those in high prestige occupations 
being 68 percent more likely to take two or more weeks of parental leave 
than those in low prestige occupations.80 Those in higher status jobs 
and those with higher incomes are more likely to receive family leave 
benefits while the majority of those with lower incomes do not have ac-
cess to paid leave.81 White parents are more likely to take parental leave 
than black and Hispanic parents.82 Married mothers are more likely to 
take parental leave than single mothers.83 LGBTQ individuals are less 
likely to have access to paid family leave and “continue to experience the 
collateral consequences of narrow family definitions in local, state, and 
federal policy.”84 This may be particularly true for gay men, who clearly 
do not have the option of maternity leave. LGBTQ individuals may also 
face obstacles because they are less likely to be married and more likely 
to be low- income workers.85

The Politics of Stalemate

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, there have been recent attempts to 
pass paid parental leave at the national level, most notably in the form of 
the FAMILY Act, but they have failed thus far. The National Partnership 
for Women & Families finds that 78 percent of voters support having a 
national law to establish paid family and medical leave. While support is 
greatest among Democrats (93 percent), a majority of Republicans (66 
percent) and Independents (77 percent) also favor a paid leave policy. 
Much of this support may be due to individuals’ recognition of the great 
financial strain that comes with taking unpaid leave. The same study 
finds that 71 percent of voters indicate that time off to care for a new 
child or an ill family member would likely create financial hardship. The 
Pew Research Center conducted a more extensive survey following the 
2016 elections, from mid- November to early December. It also found 
majority support for paid family and medical leave. However, support 
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varies based on reason for leave, with 85 percent supporting paid leave 
for workers who have a serious health condition and 67 percent support-
ing paid leave for workers to care for an ill family member. There is more 
support for new mothers than fathers (82 percent versus 69 percent) to 
take parental leave.86

There is general agreement that paid parental leave is a good thing 
and that the government should provide leave for new parents. Elias, 
a fitness trainer in Texas, notes: “it would be nice if there was just a 
more mandated one to where you get paid, you know three weeks, four 
weeks, you know . . . I think those first few weeks are just crucial es-
pecially for the little one . . . it’s just like you wanna be there for them, 
you don’t want to be worried about getting back to work.” Rodrigo, a 
videographer in Texas, is also supportive of parental leave policies that 
enable fathers to take leave:

And the father’s role, a father being present in a child’s life, for compa-
nies and government, start them off in that life of making them get it, 
and saying you have to be back at work the day ater. I think it sends 
an automatic message that work is more important than family. And 
so if we can tell society and realize why family is important I think it 
creates a better society all together. And so the importance of the father 
in that role and the father being able to be there . . . I think a society 
adjustment needs to happen for people to understand and for fathers 
to understand, officials to understand the importance of a father in the 
whole parenting scheme.

In California, where almost all working parents have access to paid fam-
ily leave, fathers argue for higher rates of pay:

I think the government should help assist and pay for even those first two 
weeks, I think that’s kind of an extenuating circumstance. It’s not a vaca-
tion, it’s not a thing that you can really . . . And it happens a couple times 
in your life, you know, and so it’s hard. I’ve luckily been able to save up, 
but especially in a, your wife gives birth and they’re unable to go back to 
work, and you’re on a single income so it’s hard to take that time to bond 
and I think the way our society is you obviously have to work and make 
a living and provide for your family so it’s that hard balance of how much 
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time do you take and how much time can you actually afford to take. 
Especially in California, it’s not the cheapest place to live, so.
— Iker, age 30, engineer

Anyways the government, well the only thing I would like to see in the 
government is if you are going to offer paternity leave then pay 100 per-
cent. It’s very hard for somebody that makes not even a grand a month 
and then you only make 500 a month and your rent is 600. What are you 
going to do? Shake their hand, tell them, you know, I’m really sorry about 
it. There’s different things the government could do to cover expenditures 
that we are not doing.
— Roman, age 29, athletic trainer

I wanted to be off as much time with them as possible, but I didn’t want 
to deplete all my time off at work because we wouldn’t be able to afford if 
I just went off the radar at work for twelve weeks. We couldn’t live on 60 
percent of my check. I had 300 hours of sick time at the time. I burned 
half of it, 150. So that was close to the month. So yeah, I burned all my 
sick time.
— Kye, age 30, police officer

While these three fathers represent different economic situations, they 
all argue for more pay in order to make parental leave more feasible for 
fathers.

Since it is clear that most people on both sides of the political spec-
trum support paid leave, why has the US not been able to pass this 
measure at the national level? One reason may be the low relative im-
portance placed on paid leave. A Pew survey conducted in early January 
2017 finds that paid leave is a top priority for only 35 percent of adults, 
lower than twenty other issues, including terrorism, the economy, edu-
cation, jobs, and health care costs.87 It may be that Americans do not 
see how paid parental leave fits into larger issues of employment pro-
tection, maternal and child health, and long- term stability for families. 
Another reason may be disagreement over how paid leave should be im-
plemented. For example, among those who support paid leave for new 
mothers and fathers, about three- quarters say pay should come from 
employers rather than federal or state governments. However, only half 
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of adults surveyed think the federal government should require employ-
ers to provide paid leave while the other half think employers should be 
able to decide for themselves.88 A third reason may be perceptions about 
the impact of a paid leave policy on businesses. While an overwhelming 
majority of Americans (94 percent) think access to paid leave would 
have a very positive or somewhat positive impact on families, 57 percent 
think it would have a somewhat negative or very negative impact on 
small businesses and attitudes are split on the impact on employers more 
generally.89 This is related to a fourth reason, which is the particularly 
strong emphasis on individualism in the US. As Brad Harrington, ex-
ecutive director of the Boston College Center for Work & Family, states, 
“People would prefer to try to keep taxes low, let individuals be respon-
sible for their own care, and that’s sort of become the accepted value 
system in the US.”90 While many parents struggle to balance work and 
family, most do not necessarily see it as a government issue but rather 
an individual or couple problem that they themselves need to solve.91 
Finally, Republican legislators do not favor programs that help working 
mothers or families, and do not seem to care that the US is an outlier on 
this and related issues.

Where Do We Go from Here?

“Duck, duck, duck . . . duckling!”
This is how Senator Tammy Duckworth announced her pregnancy on 

Twitter in January 2018. And the headlines abounded, with the Chicago 
Sun- Times breaking the news: “Tammy Duckworth is pregnant; will be 
first senator to give birth.”92 Duckworth was already in a select group, 
having given birth to her first child while in Congress (only ten repre-
sentatives have done this), not to mention that she was the first Asian 
American elected to Congress from Illinois and the first disabled woman 
elected to Congress, full stop.93 Senator Duckworth also made history by 
bringing her newborn to the Senate floor to cast a vote in April 2018.94 
Will Ducksworth’s presence in the Senate motivate a change, perhaps 
the passage of the FAMILY Act, authored by Kristen Gillibrand (another 
one of those ten women to give birth as a US representative)?

During the 2016 presidential campaign, paid leave finally became 
an issue. Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton proposed a paid family 
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and medical leave policy that would provide twelve weeks of leave to 
new parents and to those caring for sick family members. Paid at two- 
thirds of wages, this proposal was basically the same as the FAMILY Act. 
Meanwhile, Republican candidate Donald Trump’s proposal, prompted 
by his daughter Ivanka, included only married mothers. Since the elec-
tion, and possibly based on backlash for his exclusion of fathers, single 
mothers, and adoptive parents, Trump revised his proposal. In his pro-
posed budget, Trump includes six weeks of paid parental leave, which 
would be open to birth and adoptive mothers and fathers. However, a 
major weakness of this proposal is that it leaves the details of parental 
leave up to the states. Because it would be based on state- level unem-
ployment insurance programs, wage replacement would vary tremen-
dously. Unemployment insurance benefits tend to be lower than average 
wages and are currently less than one- third of average wages in twenty- 
two states.95 At these rates, many, if not most, new parents would be 
unable to afford to take parental leave.

The good news is that changes in federal social policies related to 
education, health, and families oten occur at the state level first. Mar-
riage equality provides an example of a policy that changed very quickly. 
In 2005, same- sex marriage was only legal in Massachusetts. By 2009, 
Connecticut, Iowa, New Hampshire, and Vermont legalized same- sex 
marriage. New York, Maine, Maryland, and Washington joined this 
group by 2012. By the time the Supreme Court ruled in favor of same- 
sex couples in Obergefell v. Hodges in June 2015, only thirteen states still 
had same- sex marriage bans. Paid parental leave is unlikely to move so 
switly, but the increasing attention to this topic and the developments 
occurring at the company level and state level indicate some progress 
and hope for a national policy in the future. Why is it so important that 
the US introduce paid parental leave? The next chapter explores this 
question by reviewing its benefits.
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Parental Leave Is Good

It was a great experience to take those days off. To me, it’s 
the most important job in the world because you’re mold-
ing them and how they’re going to be. It’s like once those 
years are gone, it’s gone. Once their infancy/toddler years 
are gone, they’re gone. They grow up and you wish you had 
spent more time with them.
— Mateo, age 30

It seems obvious that paid parental leave is a good thing. The fact that 
pretty much every other country besides the US has some paid parental leave 
suggests as much. Mateo, quoted above, tugs on the heartstrings as he vocal-
izes a common feeling among parents. Children grow up. And it oten 
seems to happen so quickly. There is a very real sense among parents that 
they want to spend as much time as possible with their children, particu-
larly when they are little. According to a 2017 poll conducted by the Pew 
Research Center, parents were split on whether they spend too little time 
(47 percent) or the right amount of time (45 percent) with their children, 
with very few indicating they spend too much time with their children. A 
majority of fathers (63 percent) say they do not spend enough time with 
their children and this is mainly due to work obligations.1 This is despite 
the fact that today’s fathers spend almost three times as much time 
engaging in child care as fathers did in the 1960s.2 While one- quarter of 
American adults think it is more important for new babies to have more 
time to bond with mothers, 71 percent think babies should bond with 
both parents equally.3 At the same time, a slight majority (53 percent) 
think that mothers are better at caring for new babies than fathers while 
45 percent think that fathers and mothers are equally good at caring for 
new babies.4

While Americans subjectively recognize the need for time with in-
fants, this chapter focuses on the objective benefits of paid parental 



Parental Leave Is Good | 65

leave. Paid leave has numerous positive consequences for mothers, 
fathers, children, employers, and society. First, it offers women the op-
portunity to return to employment with little or no consequences for 
their jobs or careers. It allows mothers to maintain stable employment, 
build their careers, and minimize wage penalties. It also provides time 
to recover from the physical pain of birth and to have space for mental 
recovery. Second, paid leave offers men time to bond with their chil-
dren and the ability to develop caregiving skills so they will be more 
equal parents and partners. It also has a positive impact on men’s well- 
being. Third, parental leave is good for children’s health and develop-
ment. When parents have time with their infants, infant mortality is 
reduced and there is greater likelihood of breastfeeding. Children also 
benefit in the long term from increases in cognitive and social develop-
ment. Fourth, parental leave is good for businesses. It allows companies 
to be competitive, particularly as more and more high- level employees 
expect good parental leave policies. It also allows for a more productive 
workforce, increases recruitment and retention, and improves company 
culture. Finally, parental leave promotes societal goals such as a strong 
economy and higher fertility rates.

Benefits to Mothers
Employment and Careers
Many parental leave policies are aimed at maintaining or increas-
ing the rate of women’s participation in the labor force. I take it as 
non- controversial that it is desirable to increase women’s labor force 
participation. There is ample evidence from Europe that parental leave 
does increase female employment. Countries that provide generous 
parental leave have higher maternal employment rates.5 Parental leave 
policies encourage female employment both before having a child, in 
order to qualify for leave and obtain a higher level of earnings to ensure 
higher maternity pay, and, ater having a child, by securing a spot in 
the workforce upon returning.6 Comparative research shows that mater-
nal employment rates for women with children zero to six years of age 
are higher in countries with longer parental leave.7 In an analysis of 
OECD countries, economist Willem Adema finds that family- friendly 
policies have a significant impact on women’s labor force participation.8 
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Specifically, countries that spend more money on parental leave and 
child benefits have higher rates of women’s full- time employment and 
lower rates of part- time employment.

In a study of seven European countries in the period 1969– 1993, 
public policy professor Christopher Ruhm found that forty weeks 
of paid and job- protected leave entitlement would increase the labor 
force participation rates of twenty- five- to- thirty- four- year- old women 
by seven to nine percent.9 This effect is smaller in a more recent study 
based on shorter leave entitlement. Using data from sixteen European 
countries in the period 1970– 2010, this study found that a twenty- eight- 
week leave entitlement would increase young women’s labor force par-
ticipation rates by 2.5 percent relative to men.10 Similarly, another study 
of thirty OECD countries in the period 1969– 2010 showed a 2.5 per-
cent increase in twenty- five- to- thirty- four- year- old female participation 
rates when leave was two years or less.11 Under a new policy in Ger-
many, mothers are not only more likely to take leave and care for their 
child during the first year, they are also more likely to return to work in 
the second year.12 Job- protected leave provides reassurances that women 
can return to work ater parental leave.13 In contrast, leave that is “too 
short” may act as a disincentive for women to return to work.14

To our north, in Canada, a study of the effect of lengthening paid 
maternity leave (from a length of seventeen to eighteen weeks to one 
of fity- two to fity- four weeks) found that leave entitlements increase 
women’s likelihood of returning to their pre- childbirth employer. In-
creasing the odds that women continue working for their same employer 
benefits women by decreasing the likelihood that they will (perma-
nently) leave the labor force to care for their children and by increasing 
the likelihood that women will return full- time to their jobs rather than 
seeking new part- time jobs.15

What happens in the US? Unsurprisingly, many studies show similar 
results. An early study of women with private employer– based mater-
nity leave, based on the 1988 National Survey of Family Growth, showed 
that leave increased the chances of women’s return to work within a 
year of giving birth.16 Social work professors Lawrence Berger and Jane 
Waldfogel compared the employment history of American mothers 
from twelve weeks before childbirth to fity- two weeks ater childbirth.17 
They found that 80 percent of mothers who had leave coverage returned 
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to the same job post- childbirth compared to 63 percent of mothers who 
did not have leave coverage. Furthermore, mothers without leave cover-
age were twice as likely as mothers with leave coverage to not return to 
work within twelve months (23 percent versus 11 percent, respectively). 
Demographers Sandra Hofferth and Sally Curtin found that following 
the introduction of FMLA, women’s post- childbirth employment and 
job retention increased.18 In a more recent study, researchers found an 
increased probability of maternal employment both in the three months 
leading up to childbirth and in the nine to twelve months following 
childbirth among California mothers eligible for Paid Family Leave.19 
Another study of California and New Jersey finds that paid leave in these 
states increases women’s labor force participation around the time of 
birth.20 Economic effects may be particularly strong for women with 
lower socioeconomic status. In a study of California and New Jersey, 
women who had attained less than a bachelor’s degree spent less time 
without a job in the year ater childbirth.21 These effects may be long- 
lasting as American women with access to paid leave are more likely 
than those without paid leave to remain employed four years ater the 
birth of their child.22

This is a sign of investment or stability in employment. Paid leave is 
also associated with longer work hours.23 In a study of California’s Paid 
Family Leave, researchers found that this program resulted in a ten to 
seventeen percent increase in the average weekly work hours of moth-
ers of toddlers (one to three years old).24 Similarly, Charles Baum and 
Christopher Ruhm found that Paid Family Leave in California had a 
positive effect on weeks and hours worked two years ater birth.25 Esti-
mates suggest that mothers who were employed at all during pregnancy 
worked 5.3 more weeks per year and two more hours per week, whereas 
mothers who were employed at least twenty weeks during pregnancy 
worked seven more weeks per year and 2.8 hours more per week when 
their child was two years old. A recent study using Census and Ameri-
can Community Survey data from before and ater the statewide paren-
tal leave program in New Jersey finds a significant positive impact of 
the program on mothers’ share of work hours relative to their partners’ 
share of work hours. In other words, more mothers are participating in 
the work force as a result of New Jersey’s paid parental leave policy. The 
impact is particularly strong for low- income mothers.26
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Parental leave may also mediate the potentially negative effects of ca-
reer interruptions on women’s pay and career advancement. Parental 
leave allows for greater employment continuity, and continuity, espe-
cially full- time employment, has a positive impact on career advance-
ment.27 This is more likely to happen when women return to work for 
their pre- leave employer.28 It is important that mothers are able to con-
tinue building their careers and reaping the rewards of their investments 
in education and job skills.29 Women with higher education and more 
job experience are more likely to return to work full- time following 
childbirth.30 British research shows that post- leave employment is more 
likely when employers provide maternity pay above government lev-
els.31 Another study found that parental leave had no effect on women’s 
chances of obtaining a higher prestige position.32

Furthermore, loss of income may be minimized or avoided when 
women have access to paid parental leave.33 Indeed, parental leave has 
long- term consequences on women’s earnings.34 We can see this most 
clearly in comparing Sweden to the US. Swedish studies show little effect 
of family on women’s wages. For example, a Swedish cohort study shows 
that while time out of work has a negative effect on wages, taking time 
for parental leave has no significant effect on women’s wages (other rea-
sons, such as unemployment, do have a negative impact).35 Meanwhile, 
in the US, there is a sizable wage penalty for motherhood, but time out 
of the labor force is not a large factor in this penalty.36 In fact, returning 
to the same employer ater leave results in minimal impact on wages 
ater two years.37 In California, where mothers receive paid leave and 
stay in the labor force, there is also a decrease in their poverty rates.38 
It is also important to note that men’s parental leave can have a posi-
tive impact on women’s earnings. One study of parental leave in Sweden 
found that each extra month of parental leave fathers take increases 
mothers’ income by 7 percent.39 This may be because fathers who are 
actively engaged with their children enable mothers to work more.40 In 
sum, well- designed parental leave policies can help reduce income loss.

It is also important that employers implement policies in a support-
ive manner. Zara, a British mother who took nine months’ maternity 
leave, explained that maternity leave policies not only allow for women 
to take up to one year of leave, but they also include flexibility in length 
of leave: “They’re quite flexible here, I think. You have to kind of give 
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an indication of whether you think you’re going to return to work, but 
again, I don’t think that’s set in stone, and I had always intended to re-
turn so I ticked that box and said, yes, I will be coming back, and I think 
you have to give eight weeks’ notice.” This means that employers must 
be flexible for if, when, and how mothers return to work following leave.

While policies in general are good, policies that enable parents to 
share leave are most useful because they allow couples to put female 
partners’ careers on par with male partners’ careers. Daniel, a university 
lecturer in the UK, talked about how the parental leave policy influenced 
his decision to have a child. He and his wife felt fortunate to land lec-
turer positions at two different universities within commuting distance. 
Ater settling into their positions, they talked about having a baby, but 
they were hesitant to have a child before the new policy. In fact, they 
specifically agreed that they would not favor one career over the other. 
Around this time, the UK introduced Additional Paternity Leave, which 
allowed fathers or partners to share up to six months of the leave, start-
ing at twenty weeks. As Daniel tells it, the policy had a direct impact on 
their decision to have a child when they did:

One of the things that actually convinced us that it was a decent time to 
start having kids actually was the fact that the law changed and this was 
then an option because up until that point [my wife] was a bit wary about 
taking, you know, nine months of maternity leave when she wasn’t in a 
permanent job because obviously, you know, the law says you can’t be 
discriminated against for that but, particularly in a research environment, 
if you’re not, if you’re out of the game you lose, you lose stuff compared 
to your competitors and if you then look at research track records, when 
you factor in career breaks it’s not so obvious that. Well, it isn’t going to 
help and it might hurt. So [my wife] was always a bit wary about taking, 
you know, nine months or a full year off work. And so the fact that the 
law changed and we were able to split the leave did make a difference. It 
made us think that this was something we could do, and we hopefully 
wouldn’t massively damage either of our careers and would also allow us 
to start a family. So that was basically it.

Daniel’s wife returned to work ater six months and has continued her 
research agenda with limited interruption. In fact, Daniel relayed that 
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his wife was awarded a large research grant while on maternity leave. 
Because Daniel took leave directly ater his wife and was in charge of the 
transition of their child into nursery before returning to work, his wife 
was able to carry out her research plans and forward her career.

Physical and Mental Health

A review of two decades of research shows that paid parental leave 
is associated with better health outcomes for new mothers.41 Paren-
tal leave can contribute to both greater physical and mental health.42 
Most women need some time to recover from the physical toll of giving 
birth. Common post- childbirth physical ailments include fatigue, breast 
soreness, neck and back pain, and discomfort from an episiotomy or 
cesarean section.43

The physical benefits of parental leave may accrue even before birth. 
Recent public health research shows that over the past few decades, 
American women are more likely to be engaged in paid employment 
during pregnancy and to continue working later in pregnancy.44 In fact, 
one estimate suggests that 37 percent of employed women do not take 
any leave before their due date. Parental leave policies may help women 
reconcile their health needs with their work demands. Women who 
live in states with parental leave policies are more likely to take prena-
tal leave.45 This is good for maternal outcomes. Women who take leave 
before birth are less likely to have a cesarean section or other complica-
tions during delivery.46

Parental leave may also be important in improving the mental health 
of new mothers. A widely accepted statistic is that 13 percent of women 
experience postpartum depression.47 While the highest risk of postpar-
tum depression occurs within the first three months following child-
birth, some studies suggest that onset may occur later, up to six months 
ater birth, and that depression may continue ater the first year, espe-
cially if untreated.48 A study based on the Early Childhood Longitudinal 
Study– Birth Cohort in the US finds that mothers who have less than 
eight weeks of paid leave experience more depressive symptoms and 
poorer overall health.49 In a study of first- time mothers in the Midwest-
ern US, comparing those who took less than ten weeks versus those who 
took more than twenty- four weeks of parental leave, mothers who took 
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longer periods of leave reported better mental health.50 Another study 
confirmed that better mental health outcomes were associated with tak-
ing at least sixteen weeks of leave.51 Based on a nationally representative 
sample of mothers, health economists Pinka Chatterji and Sara Mar-
kowitz found that each extra week of maternity leave decreased depres-
sive symptoms by six to seven percent.52 A follow- up study found that 
mothers who take less than eight weeks of leave are fiteen percent more 
likely to experience symptoms of postpartum depression.53

Another mental health outcome affected by parental leave is stress. 
Mothers who take longer periods of leave experience less stress.54 Lower 
stress seems to translate into higher- quality mother- infant interac-
tions.55 In a sample of low- income mothers, sociologist Richard Petts 
finds that very short parental leave of one month or less is linked to 
greater parenting stress and a higher risk of depression.56 Sometimes 
parents who experience high levels of stress respond by spanking their 
children. Mothers who took short leaves are also more likely to spank 
their child in the follow- up study, approximately one year ater birth. 
As with economic consequences, parental leave may have long- term ef-
fects on mental health. A study of eight European countries examining 
the impact of parental leave legislation between 1960 and 2010 on older 
women’s health found a significant impact of policy specifically on the 
mental health of older women. In particular, they claim that implement-
ing comprehensive parental leave policies would result in a reduction 
of 14 percent in depression among women aged fity years and older.57

As with income, fathers’ use of leave may have an impact on their 
partners’ health. A study in Norway shows that fathers’ use of parental 
leave may reduce illness among mothers. When fathers take parental 
leave above the daddy quota, it reduces the likelihood of mothers taking 
extended sickness absence above sixteen days.58

Improving Gender Equality

Parental leave also promises benefits for gender equality, particularly 
related to intimate relationships and the division of labor at home.59 
Those policies that provide high paid, nontransferable leave are more 
likely to promote a more equal division of labor at home.60 In an experi-
ment studying the effects of the Norwegian introduction of four weeks 
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of daddy quota, economists Andreas Kotsadam and Henning Finseraas 
observe 11 percent fewer conflicts over the division of household labor 
among couples who had their last child ater the reform.61 This is related 
to the actual division of labor, which is also more equal among these 
couples. This may be because individuals who share parental leave with 
their partner have a better understanding of what their partner experi-
ences on a day- to- day basis.62 Evidence from Spain shows that fathers 
who take parental leave spend more time in housework than fathers 
who do not take leave.63 Another study shows that Swedish fathers who 
take at least 20 percent of parental leave days do more housework.64

Men who take long parental leave are in a unique position to re-
evaluate their notions of fathering and parenting. Educational scholar 
Thomas Johansson presents case studies of four Swedish fathers who 
took at least six months of leave.65 They experienced changes in attitudes 
and behaviors in a way that was more accepting of gender equality and 
equal parenting. For example, these men avoided talking about father-
hood and instead focused more on the gender- neutral parenthood. They 
acknowledged how they themselves benefited from caregiving as they 
gained emotional intelligence and social competence. This may also af-
fect marital relationships as we know that paternal engagement makes 
for happier partners and thus greater marital satisfaction and stability.66

Based on a quasi- experimental design assessing the impact of the 
2007 parental leave reform in Germany, researchers find that the intro-
duction of the fathers’ quota had a positive impact on attitudes toward 
gender equality.67 Likewise, research in Spain suggests that father quo-
tas may bolster gender equality by increasing fathers’ duration of leave 
and involvement in childcare and thus reducing the negative impact of 
motherhood on women’s careers.68 In the US, paternity leave is associ-
ated with lower relationship conflict and higher relationship satisfaction 
among employed mothers. Increasing fathers’ use of parental leave has 
the potential to reduce gender inequality at work and at home. It is im-
portant to target men as early as possible before gendered patterns be-
come engrained. Leave policies have great potential to enhance gender 
equality because they come into play at a critical time around the child’s 
birth or adoption.69 In sum, parental leave has the potential to change 
attitudes and increase sharing at home, which also fosters more satisfy-
ing relationships.
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Benefits to Fathers

While fathers may not spend all of their paid parental leave caring for 
their child, one estimate based on time diary data suggests that coupled 
fathers who have the opportunity to take paid leave spend approximately 
70 percent of their time off on childcare.70 There is a positive relationship 
between fathers taking parental leave and father involvement.71 Paternity 
leave is not only important for short- term involvement in child care but 
also promotes paternal engagement throughout a child’s life. One reason 
is that fathers on leave develop a stronger bond with their child, just as 
mothers do. A second reason is that instead of mothers monopolizing 
caregiving expertise, fathers on leave build caregiving skills that last.72

Connection with Child

Fathers who take leave are more involved ater the birth; leave facilitates 
father- child bonding which in turn promotes long- term involvement.73 
Evidence from Germany shows that the introduction of two “daddy 
months” in 2007 was associated with an increase in fathers’ time spent in 
child care as long as thirty months ater birth.74 A study of eight industri-
alized countries using Multinational Time Use Study data between 1971 
and 2005 found that access to parental leave and non- transferrable leave 
reserved for fathers both increase fathers’ time in child care.75 Findings 
are similar in the US, where fathers who take longer parental leave are 
more engaged in caregiving and developmental tasks throughout the 
first few years of their child’s life, and this pattern extends to nonresi-
dent fathers as well.76 Based on 142 fathers in Massachusetts, fatherhood 
expert Joseph Pleck found that fathers who took more time off work 
were more involved in child care later on.77 Another small study of US 
fathers similarly found that parental leave promotes father involvement 
in caregiving tasks.78 In addition to increasing father involvement with 
new infants, when fathers take parental leave they spend more time with 
their older children as well. Furthermore, the existence of parental leave 
policies themselves encourage active fathering and lessen the public per-
ception that caregiving is feminine.79

Fathers on parental leave particularly value the opportunity to build a 
close relationship with their new child.80 Fathers frequently mention the 
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importance of bonding. In response to a question about the importance 
of taking time off, Finn, an American father, said: “Well, probably first 
and foremost, I was able to bond with my son.” Another father adds: “So 
I think it’s very important, I know I’ve heard and read things that say 
it’s very important those first few weeks for that bonding time. So try-
ing to spend that time with the kid.” Daniel, the British father who used 
Additional Paternity Leave to share parental leave with his wife, is con-
vinced that his relationship with his son is different— better— because 
of the time he spent with him during leave: “I think it really, had I not 
ever taken some time by myself with [my son] I think we would have 
had a very different relationship in the family than we do. I think both 
in terms of how happy we both are to do stuff, we have a very even dis-
tribution of parenting, but also [my son is] equally happy with either of 
us. . . . I think I have a relationship with him that I wouldn’t have had 
otherwise.” Daniel knows that other fathers have not developed the same 
relationship with their children. To further his point about his son being 
fine with either him or his wife, Daniel talks about how other wives in 
their circle of friends do not even trust their husbands to take care of 
their own child for a few hours. James, a British father who took the 
standard two weeks of paternity leave while his wife took nine months 
of maternity leave, demonstrates what can happen when mothers take 
much longer leaves than fathers:

Two weeks was okay in a work sense that I wasn’t away for too long. It’s 
like any other two- week holiday. But I think, because now I find it really 
difficult in coming home and she reacts differently to my wife than she 
does to me then my consideration now is that maybe I would have liked 
to have four, maybe three or four weeks off, just a little bit longer so I’m 
not away from work for too long but I also have that extra kind of couple 
of weeks’ time at home to bond with her that little bit more. But that’s 
only really been a thought since she’s been born and she reacts slightly 
differently to me than she does to my wife. But that’s because my wife’s at 
home with her all day. She’s the one that has that time with her.

The contrast between Daniel and James’ relationship with their children 
is stark and demonstrates the importance of building a relationship early 
on. Parental leave is the most direct way to make this happen. This can 
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continue as fathers who take longer parental leave work fewer hours. 
Among a survey of 4,000 Swedish parents of children born between 
1993 and 1999, demographers Ann- Zofie Duvander and Ann- Christin 
Jans find that fathers who took more than sixty days of parental leave 
work about 3.5 hours less per week than those who did not take leave.81 
In addition, parental leave can have lasting consequences as separated 
fathers who took at least fiteen days of parental leave are more likely 
to have frequent contact with their children than fathers who took less 
leave.

Caregiving Skills

In addition to bonding, parental leave offers men the potential to 
increase their “practical and emotional investment in infant care.”82 
An early study of Norwegian couples found that sharing leave resulted 
in a more equal distribution of household work as fathers were able to 
develop skills during their leave.83 In addition, when fathers take leave 
alone rather than with their partner they become more aware of their 
children’s needs and the pace of home life.84 Fathers who share parental 
leave also increase their competency when it comes to taking care of 
children.85

American sociologist Linda Haas and Swedish psychologist Philip 
Hwang have conducted numerous studies of parental leave and father 
involvement. They find ample evidence that Swedish fathers who take 
more leave are more adept at caregiving.86 Specifically, longer leaves 
have a positive effect on time spent in child care on work days, involve-
ment in caregiving tasks such as preparing food and taking the child to 
the doctor, and solo responsibility (taking care of their children alone 
while their partner is at work).87

Building caregiving skills is an important reason for men to take pa-
rental leave. When fathers take parental leave it allows them to develop 
skills such as changing diapers, feeding, burping, and the like, skills that 
oten become “maternal” skills simply because mothers are typically 
the ones to care for infants early on.88 Indeed, there is evidence from 
the Millennium Cohort Study of babies born in the UK between 2000 
and 2002 that fathers on leave build these skills. A majority of fathers 
engaged in regular caretaking activities, but fathers who took leave are 
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more likely to engage in these activities: they are 25 percent more likely 
to change diapers, 19 percent more likely to feed their child, and 19 per-
cent more likely to get up with the baby during the night.89 This is also 
the case in a study of American and Canadian fathers, which finds that 
fathers who take at least three weeks of parental leave develop parenting 
skills similar to their partners and are more confident in their parenting, 
which ultimately allows them to be co- parents, sharing parenting tasks 
more equally.90 Daniel again notes how he behaves more like the moth-
ers around him than other fathers:

It’s hard to tell whether this is just me or whether it’s because I was look-
ing ater him myself, but I feel like I’m a bit more apprehensive than a lot 
of other fathers are about, you know, is he okay when I leave him, that 
kind of thing. When he’s with other kids the same age I’m a bit more, 
yeah, I’m certainly more on edge. Partly that’s because he’s more mobile 
than other kids so he’s much more willing and prone to damage himself 
(laughs) . . . So yeah, I notice that I’m, I think it did, the fact that I was 
able to take a leave it changed my relationship with him in a good way 
compared to if I hadn’t.

Whether mothers are more apprehensive is up for debate, but the fact is 
that Daniel sees himself as developing skills and sensitivity to his child’s 
needs that come not from being a mother but from spending time 
with one’s child. In part, policies that provide fathers exclusive (non- 
transferable) parental leave and high benefit levels are associated with 
fathers’ increased time caring for children.91 It makes sense that parental 
leave would provide the opportunity for men to share parenting, and 
evidence suggests that shared parenting from the start increases men’s 
confidence, parenting capabilities, and involvement with children.92

A study of fathers’ leave- taking in relation to fathers’ involvement 
shows a pattern across OECD countries in which fathers who take more 
leave are more involved with their children.93 This is particularly the 
case for fathers in the US. At nine months old, American fathers who 
took two or more weeks of leave were two times more likely to change 
their child’s diapers, 1.9 times more likely to help their child get dressed, 
1.6 times more likely to help their child with eating, 1.5 times more likely 
to help their child go to bed, 1.4 times more likely to give their child a 
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bath, and 1.3 times more likely to read books to their child compared to 
fathers who took no leave. Spanish sociologist Gerardo Meil, using the 
European Working Conditions Survey, also finds that fathers who take 
parental leave spend more time in childcare, and the longer the parental 
leave, the more active fathers are.94

Research shows that fathers who take more parental leave are not 
only more actively involved in daily childcare activities and better at 
these activities, but also more emotionally involved with caring for 
their children over time.95 Increasing father involvement in childcare 
has many positive outcomes, with the most direct impact on child well- 
being, which is the focus of the next section.96

Health

Parental leave is even good for men’s health! Swedish health research-
ers at Gothenburg University administered the Swedish Parenthood 
Stress Questionnaire to parents at six months and eighteen months ater 
childbirth to study the effects of division of parental leave on parent-
ing stress. The researchers found that fathers who shared parental leave 
equally (in which each parent took forty to sixty percent of the avail-
able leave) experienced less parenting stress than those who did not 
share parental leave equally. In particular, shared leave reduced feelings 
of parental incompetence and health problems.97 In fact, researchers 
at the Karolinska Institutet in Stockholm find a link between paternity 
leave and lower mortality rates. Anna Månsdotter and Andreas Lundin 
examined the population of Swedish men who had a child in 1988– 1989, 
their paternity leave in 1988– 1990, and their mortality patterns in 1991– 
2008.98 They found that men who took at least thirty days of parental 
leave experienced lower mortality rates than men who took less paren-
tal leave. Amos, an American father, conveys the sense of feeling good 
about taking more time off: “I tried to personally . . . I didn’t want to, 
you know, just spend a week at home with my first ever child. I guess 
I was in the mindset that I didn’t really need to be back at work. I felt 
good knowing if I gave myself a solid month at home. I just felt good 
about that.” Roman, another American father, talked about the fun he 
has interacting with his son and how this time allows him to feel like a 
child again:
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Maternity leave is great. I think most people associate maternity leave 
with moms . . . and dads typically you had the baby and then two days 
later go back to work. My advice to any dad out there is don’t do that. 
Because your child, you know, the more they see you the more they will 
associate who you are. [My wife] says all the time that he favors me and 
that’s because he sees me all the time. He will sit there while he is being 
held by her and smile at me. And you know he associates me with that. 
And as far as fathers you know getting more time, anything you can pos-
sibly do to interact with your child . . . You know interacting with him is 
good memories for him and you. I don’t think anybody wants to be the 
dad who is sixty years old and watch their son have a son or their daugh-
ter have a son or daughter and why are you interacting with them like 
that oh I should have done that forty- something years ago. I personally 
love interacting with him, I love that it gives me a chance to be a child 
again.

Fathers who take more parental leave are more satisfied with the amount 
of time they spend with their children. For example, they are more 
likely to disagree that they should spend more time with their chil-
dren or that they have missed important times in their children’s lives.99 
Fathers themselves benefit by engaging in healthier behaviors and cre-
ating more ties to family and community. And in the end, men are 
just as capable of caring for children as women. It is the act of provid-
ing direct care for a child that increases one’s capacity for caregiving. 
Fathers who engage in high stimulatory contact with their infants expe-
rience an increase in oxytocin, a hormone associated with parent- infant 
bonding.100 Men’s body chemistry reacts the same way as women’s to 
close physical contact with infants. In other words, fathers show similar 
hormonal changes, and this means they can experience similar levels of 
bonding with their children.101 Like mothers, fathers experience benefits 
to their health from parental leave.

Benefits to Infants and Children
Infant Mortality/Health
There is a good deal of research showing that paid parental leave is ben-
eficial to children’s health.102 Paid parental leave is associated with lower 
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infant mortality rates.103 Based on sixteen European countries, Ruhm 
finds that more generous paid parental leave results in lower rates of 
infant and child deaths.104 In an updated study, Tanaka confirms these 
findings, showing that paid leave has a significant negative effect on 
perinatal mortality (stillbirths and deaths within one week of birth), 
neonatal mortality (deaths within four weeks of birth), post- neonatal 
mortality (deaths between four weeks and one year ater birth), and 
child mortality (deaths between one year and five years ater birth).105 
Tanaka’s research suggests that increasing paid maternity leave by ten 
weeks would reduce infant mortality more than 2 percent.

Economist Maya Rossin conducted the first study to look at the causal 
effects of FMLA on infant health and mortality. She found that “FMLA 
led to small increases in birth weight, decreases in the likelihood of a 
premature birth, and considerable decreases in infant mortality rates” 
but only for college- educated, married mothers.106 Rossin speculates 
that this select group of women would be the ones most likely to have 
access to FMLA and have the resources to be able to take unpaid leave. It 
is therefore likely that paid leave would provide this benefit more widely.

Leave before birth or a reduced workload has been linked to a smaller 
chance of having a premature or low birthweight infant.107 In addition, 
the availability of paid leave may increase immunization rates. In a 
study of Japan, researchers found that children of mothers who took 
parental leave were more likely to have received all recommended im-
munizations by thirty- six months.108 A US study found that children 
are less likely to get preventative health care, such as “well- baby” visits 
and immunizations, during the first year when their mothers go back 
to work within twelve weeks.109 Furthermore, other infant health ef-
fects include a 31- percent reduction in the chances of being overweight 
and an 18- percent decrease in the odds of experiencing frequent ear 
infections.110

Breastfeeding

Length of parental leave and duration of breastfeeding are positively 
linked.111 Evidence from different countries shows that longer leave 
is associated with longer breastfeeding duration.112 A Canadian study 
found that increasing the maternity leave mandate in Canada resulted in 
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greater success in achieving critical breastfeeding thresholds and fewer 
accidents in the baby’s first year.113 A study of Ireland, Sweden, and the 
US finds that parental leave is related to higher rates and longer dura-
tion of breastfeeding. At six months, 73 percent of Swedish mothers were 
breastfeeding whereas only 28 percent of Irish mothers and 29 percent of 
American mothers continued breastfeeding this long.114

Meanwhile, a group of maternal and child- health experts suggests 
that delaying mothers’ return to work could lengthen the duration of 
breastfeeding in the US,115 which could be accomplished by introduc-
ing paid parental leave. A study of the effect of California’s Paid Family 
Leave program on breastfeeding finds an increase of ten to twenty per-
cent in breastfeeding at three, six, and nine months of age.116 Another 
study of PFL found that not only did the likelihood of breastfeeding 
increase, but so too did the duration of breastfeeding, from an average 
of only two weeks before PFL to an average of twelve weeks ater PFL— a 
sizeable effect.117

It is not only maternity leave that increases breastfeeding. Paternity 
leave also has a positive effect on breastfeeding. A Swedish study finds 
that infants of fathers who took paternity leave during the first year were 
more likely to be breastfed at two, four, and six months.118

Child Development

Among low- income American mothers, taking more than six months 
off work is positively associated with developmental activities, including 
telling stories, singing songs, and playing games, at one year of age.119 
A Korean study finds that paid maternity leave is positively related to 
infant development, including motor skills, communication, social 
skills, and problem solving.120

Public health researchers in the UK find a positive relationship be-
tween father involvement with infants and socioemotional behavior 
when the child is age 3. Specifically, children whose fathers were more 
involved in caring for them at nine months are less likely to experience 
hyperactivity, emotional problems, conduct problems, or peer prob-
lems at three years old.121 Interestingly, parental leave may even affect 
processing of emotional expressions. In a study of fourteen- month- old 
infants, a team of psychologists observed infant response to different 
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emotional facial expressions. When both the mother and father cared 
for an infant through divided parental leave, the infants were better able 
to process different emotions than when cared for by one parent.122

These effects can be long lasting. A Canadian study finds a positive 
association between parental leave and child development five years 
later. Kindergarten children whose parents took parental leave show 
higher scores on social competence and communication and general 
knowledge.123 An evaluation of California’s Paid Family Leave program 
found a significant impact on child behavior. Specifically, PFL is associ-
ated with a 58- percent reduction in the odds of ADHD in elementary 
school children.124 On the other hand, social work researchers find that 
children are more likely to show externalizing behaviors, such as ag-
gressiveness, defiance, and impulsivity, at age four if mothers return to 
full- time employment within twelve weeks of childbirth.125

Education

While the evidence seems more mixed with regard to parental leave and 
educational outcomes,126 some studies show positive effects on children. 
Based on parental leave reform in Austria, researchers find a positive 
effect of maternity leave on children’s educational outcomes among 
highly educated mothers. Specifically, sons of mothers with higher edu-
cational attainment score higher on reading and science standardized 
tests.127

In their study of four OECD countries, Maria del Carmen Huerta 
and colleagues find a potential link between fathers’ leave taking, later 
paternal involvement, and children’s cognitive test scores.128 A longi-
tudinal study of Norway finds that paternity leave is causally related 
to children’s school performance. Specifically, when fathers take more 
wage- compensated leave, their child’s lower secondary school exam 
scores (fiteen years post- leave) are higher. The researchers argue that 
parental leave results in increased paternal care and attention to child 
academics.129 Another study in Norway showed that parental leave re-
form in 1977 had a positive impact on children’s education and wages 
years later. Specifically, the decrease in the high school dropout rate 
was 2 percent and the increase in children’s earnings at age thirty was 
5 percent.130
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Parental Leave Is Good Business

Many companies that offer paid parental leave note the ultimate posi-
tive effect not only on their employees but also on the company itself. 
Netflix grabbed headlines when they introduced one year of unlimited 
paid parental leave to salaried streaming employees in August 2015 
(four months later they expanded their leave to include other employ-
ees though capped this leave between twelve and sixteen weeks). Tawni 
Cranz, Chief Talent Officer for Netflix, stated: “Experience shows people 
perform better at work when they’re not worrying about home. This 
new policy, combined with our unlimited time off, allows employees to 
be supported during the changes in their lives and return to work more 
focused and dedicated.”131 Here we see that a generous policy, perhaps 
the most generous in the US, is about good business practice. Netflix 
sees the importance of keeping employees, particularly skilled employ-
ees, committed to Netflix. And in the process, they gained a considerable 
amount of positive publicity.

Another example is Facebook, which offers sixteen weeks of paid 
parental leave as well as six weeks of paid family care leave. Chief Op-
erating Officer Sheryl Sandberg states: “Companies that stand by the 
people who work for them do the right thing and the smart thing— it 
helps them serve their mission, live their values, and improve their 
bottom line by increasing the loyalty and performance of their work-
force.”132 While Sandberg mentions supporting employees, she is also 
explicit about the benefits such policies create for her company. This 
section focuses on benefits of parental leave to employers, including 
competitiveness, productivity, recruitment and retention, and com-
pany culture.

Being Competitive

Etsy offers one of the most generous policies with twenty- six weeks of 
paid parental leave that can be used non- sequentially over two years 
post- birth or post- adoption. Their statement refers to parental leave as 
“a competitive necessity:” “A generous, fully- paid parental leave policy 
is a competitive necessity for a company like Etsy . . . We also wanted 
to align our internal policies with the spirit of our marketplace, which 
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offers a more fulfilling, flexible way to be a creative entrepreneur” 
(March 2016). Statements like this are backed up by studies that show 
paid leave increases retention and productivity.133

Likewise, Bank of America was clear about the potential benefits of 
offering sixteen weeks of paid parental leave when they released this 
statement: “From our perspective, happy associates translate into happy 
and healthy clients. Happy clients translate into a healthy company. For 
us it’s good solid business . . . We’re competitive and we’re toward the 
forefront. I’d hope other companies would follow.”134 This seems to be 
a common theme among financial companies. Note the statements of 
Bloomberg L.P.: “We wanted to offer our employees a parental leave pol-
icy that was best in class and competitive with our peers in the technol-
ogy, finance and media industries” (April 2015) and Credit Suisse Group: 
“We certainly see this as a competitive program, and I think one of the 
things we are recognizing is that our competition is not just financial 
services. When you look at talent coming out of the big schools they are 
looking at firms that offer flexibility” (November 2015). Even smaller 
companies like First Tennessee are making an effort ater seeing what 
similar institutions offer: “We noticed that other companies were offer-
ing more benefits than what we were. We still can’t match everybody’s— 
the military came out with twelve weeks off— but we’ve heard a lot about 
time- off and felt this was the right time.”135 This statement made in Au-
gust 2016 comes ater several financial companies introduced longer pa-
rental leave policies.

Survey research suggests that a good paid parental leave policy can 
make a company more attractive. Over three- quarters of employees 
with access to paid leave in a 2016 survey claimed that their employer’s 
parental leave policy affected their decision to work for their current 
employer.136

General Performance

A senior VP at 3M noted how important their new parental leave 
policy was for “better performance at work. This change is an invest-
ment in our people and our company’s success.” Several companies that 
have adopted or extended parental leave policies mention expecting 
performance or productivity gains. For example, Crowley Maritime 
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Corporation’s statement in July 2017 asserts: “Not only is a family- 
friendly environment valued by employees, it also makes our company 
better by increasing engagement, motivation and productivity.” Like-
wise, AXA’s statement follows: “A company where one can be both a 
parent and a professional, a company that trusts its employees and 
understands the importance of well- being in the workplace: that’s 
a company that drives innovation and fosters creativity” (December 
2016).137 These companies think workers who have access to good 
parental leave will perform better and even have the potential to create 
new ideas, products, and systems.

Prominent in many statements is the idea that a company’s employ-
ees are “the best,” a “valuable resource,” and that employees work hard 
and “make the difference.” When Microsot expanded its parental leave 
policy in June 2017, it released the following statement: “As we ask our 
employees to bring their ‘A’ game to work every day to achieve our mis-
sion, we believe it’s our responsibility to create an environment where 
people can do their best work. A key component of this is supporting 
our employees with benefits that matter most to them.” In January 2018, 
Walmart made the following statement: “Today, we are building on in-
vestments we’ve been making in associates, in their wages and skills de-
velopment. It’s our people who make the difference and we appreciate 
how they work hard to make every day easier for busy families.”138 Some 
statements seem like a promise to employees:

We expect our employees to be their best and achieve remarkable out-
comes for our clients, so we promise our employees to do our best to 
support them.
— Attain, March 2017

We believe our employees are the best in the business and we will con-
tinue to invest in programs and policies that enable them to be successful 
and that make Exelon their workplace of choice.
— Exelon, December 2016

Our people are State Street’s most valuable— and valued— resources and 
we can’t operate effectively as a company if our employees aren’t fully 
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supported and thus fully focused while at work. Offering them adequate 
time to attend to personal and family needs without financial stress is 
smart business.
— State Street, January 2017

Vanguard’s crew members dedicate their workdays to serving our clients 
and giving them the best chance for investment success. We have long 
been proud of our excellent benefits program and long tenured crew, so 
it is vitally important that we continue to support them at every life stage 
they experience during the time they work at Vanguard.
— Vanguard, September 2016139

Notice that these policy statements praise employees and emphasize 
supporting these valuable employees. At the same time, it is clear that 
the support is offered with high expectations for achieving “remarkable 
outcomes.”

The evidence is clear that paid parental leave has a positive effect on 
engagement and productivity. Fully 97 percent of employers in a recent 
survey indicated either no effect or a positive effect of paid family leave 
on employee morale (80 percent positive, 17 percent no effect). Similarly, 
93 percent of employers reported no change (23 percent) or an increase 
(70 percent) in productivity. This generally translates into higher profits 
for the company.140

Recruitment and Retention

Perhaps one of the most commonly cited reasons for offering paid 
parental leave is recruitment and retention of good employees:

These expanded benefits will help us attract, retain and inspire the best 
people.
— Accenture, March 2015

We aim to attract and retain the world’s top talent and value a truly di-
verse and rich perspective from our employees.
— The Boston Consulting Group (BCG), September 2017
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We recognized that parental leave is a compelling benefit to attract and 
retain employees, so we took the necessary steps to give parents the time 
off they need . . . Our goal is to attract and retain top talent and we believe 
this approach helps us do just that.
— Fidelity Investments, March 2016

This is part of a series of actions that we are planning to implement in 
order to continue to recruit and retain the best talent and be a great place 
to work.
— Hilton Worldwide, September 2015141

The public relations company APCO Worldwide noted the importance 
of their paid parental leave policy (twelve weeks) on recruitment. Their 
July 2017 statements reads: “To do the best work, you need the best 
people. To attract the best people, especially in a consulting environ-
ment where there are oten intense pressures, it’s important to do what 
we can to help create a good quality of work- life balance.”142

Retaining good employees is as important as recruiting. There is evi-
dence that paid parental leave increases retention. One study found that 
taking paid leave increased women’s likelihood of returning to the work-
force within a year by 93 percent.143 Another study in California showed 
a higher retention rate for low- wage workers (those earning under $20 
per hour) who used the Paid Family Leave program.144 This pattern ap-
pears to be stronger when policies offer longer leave, and a number of 
companies have experienced this benefit first hand. For example, Google 
reduced its female turnover rate by 50 percent when it increased its ma-
ternity leave from twelve to eighteen weeks and Accenture reduced its 
female turnover rate by 40 percent when it expanded its paid parental 
leave from eight to sixteen weeks.145

This is also important for fathers. Gael, an American father, talked 
about the importance of having extra time off when his baby needed to 
stay in the hospital to clear up health issues. He decided to take his leave 
when his daughter returned home so he could maximize his time to care 
for her. He states:

When [my daughter] got home from the hospital I took what I think I 
said turned out to be five weeks of continuous. . . . and if I had to go to 
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work, you know, two weeks ater that, I would have been so exhausted 
and unproductive, whereas, you know, being able to take more time off, 
and then even still, I think I did like another week of partial leave because 
she still had a lot of appointments, and so I kind of eased into it instead 
of going back to work full- time right away. You know, that allowed me to 
get adjusted and, you know, not resent work.

Kye, another American father, talks about the importance of quality of 
life to productivity at work:

I think an employer should be invested in the quality of life of their em-
ployee because I think that would directly reflect in the output and work 
environment that the employee’s in. Like I said when I came back to work, 
the only thing I could think about was I don’t want to be here. So now 
right off the bat my mental state is I don’t want to be here. Where maybe 
if I came back and I was like, hey, the city stepped up. They gave me time 
to be with my kid. That was really great. Maybe my attitude would be dif-
ferent. Hey, they took care of me. I actually feel like they’re interested and 
invested in my well- being.

The contrast between Gael and Kye is marked. Kye did not feel ready to 
return to work and thinks this had a negative effect on his performance. 
His example shows that not just mothers, but fathers as well, want to 
spend time at home with their new children. When forced to return 
before they are ready, this can affect how they feel about their workplace 
and employer. On the other hand, Gael acknowledges that he would not 
have been productive at work if he had to return ater only two weeks. 
His ability to take a longer leave and ease back into work meant he did 
not resent his workplace or employer.

Company Culture

Companies oten like to portray themselves in a particular light. This 
includes promoting a particular company culture. Some companies 
pride themselves on extra perks such as free meals, on- site fitness cen-
ters, meditation rooms, and fun activities such as foosball and ping 
pong. But all companies want a positive, welcoming culture because 
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this makes the working experience more pleasant and ultimately creates 
more loyalty. In September 2015, Airbnb co- founder and CSO Nathan 
Blecharczyk made this explicit in his statement: “When the employer 
plays a role in helping employees achieve that goal [of balancing work 
and family], their employee’s loyalty will increase, and the culture of the 
company will benefit immensely.”146

A parental leave policy can help companies demonstrate their values 
and may improve morale.147 On the one hand, these policies reinforce 
ideals surrounding home and family. Take IKEA’s decision to cover all 
US employees, including store employees. As a Swedish company, 
there is a need to recognize the value of parental leave. They state: “The 
starting point for everything we do is our values and our vision, to cre-
ate a better everyday life for many people. . . . Plus, we believe in tak-
ing time off. We’re in the business of home, and we encourage people 
to take time at home.” Likewise, NVIDIA states: “NVIDIA is commit-
ted to creating a culture and environment that allows us to focus on 
our most important responsibilities, both at work and at home.” PayPal 
agrees: “Supporting our employees as they raise their families, care for 
their aging parents, or volunteer in their communities is one of the 
most important things we can do to build a work culture at PayPal that 
aligns how we work with what we aspire to achieve on behalf of our 
customers.”148

On the other hand, companies can show that they value diversity, 
inclusivity, and equality through their parental leave policies. For ex-
ample, American Express claims that it “remains deeply committed to 
our working families and an inclusive culture that supports all of our 
employees” (December 2016). This is particularly the case when their 
policies are gender- neutral, include same- sex couples, and cover adop-
tion and surrogacy as well as birth.149

Benefits to Society

Paid parental leave is generally good for society, especially for the econ-
omy. As mentioned above, paid parental leave policies increase women’s 
employment. While employment is good for women’s individual well- 
being, having more individuals at work is also good for the economy. At 
a basic level, more women in the labor force means more people paying 
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taxes, which allows countries to maintain more programs.150 Women’s 
employment can also provide a boost to the economy. One study, seek-
ing to understand the potential impact of stagnant rates of women’s 
employment in the US, found that if the US had experienced similar 
growth to Japan in female employment over the first sixteen years of the 
twenty- first century, this growth would have resulted in an $800 billion 
increase in GDP in 2016.151 Another study showed that American cit-
ies with higher female labor force participation rates witnessed greater 
growth in median wages (for all employees).152 This may be because 
paid parental leave increases workers’ productivity.153 In addition, paid 
family leave decreases unemployment and the use of public assistance 
funds.154

Parental leave policies can also promote fertility rates. An Austrian 
study shows that women who had their first child ater parental leave 
reform were more likely to have a second child than those who had their 
first child before the reform.155 Similarly, there was a 13- percent increase 
in the intended number of children following the announcement of paid 
parental leave in Australia.156 Encouraging men’s use of parental leave is 
also important. Research from Norway and Sweden finds higher rates of 
continued childbearing (for those with one or two children) when fathers 
take parental leave.157

Conclusion

This chapter examined the benefits of paid parental leave for mothers, 
fathers, children, and employers. First, paid leave has a positive impact 
on women’s careers, increasing stability in employment and minimiz-
ing negative effects of time off on career advancement and income. It 
also improves women’s physical and mental health, particularly in its 
reduction of postpartum depression. Second, paid leave is good for 
men as it allows them to spend time with their children, build up their 
caregiving skills, and focus on family, which is better for their overall 
well- being. Third, parental leave benefits children in terms of health out-
comes, such as lower infant mortality and higher immunization rates. It 
also has potential longer- term benefits on academic and social develop-
ment. Fourth, parental leave is good business. Companies that provide 
paid leave have experienced greater productivity, higher recruitment 
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and retention, and better company culture. Fith, parental leave is good 
for society, with positive effects on the economy and fertility. If parental 
leave is so obviously good for everyone, does that mean more is bet-
ter? The next chapter explores this question by examining the negative 
impact of too much parental leave.
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Too Much Parental Leave Is Not Good

Parental leave is a key part of promoting gender equality in the work-
place. But is it possible to have too much of a good thing? It makes sense 
that women take maternity or parental leave when it is available, and, 
unsurprisingly, studies show that increases in the length of leave avail-
able result in women taking longer leaves.1 What is less clear is how 
extended leaves affect women’s employment and gender equality more 
broadly. We do know that women face greater difficulties in achieving 
career success in countries with more extensive parental leave policies.2

What is the optimal length of parental leave? Based on studies that 
examine women’s return to employment, there is some agreement 
that five to seven months is optimal. In this chapter, I consider evidence 
that shows the negative effects of long parental leave. Most research 
focuses on women and is related to employment, advancement, and 
income. Some research also suggests that there are negative health con-
sequences of long leaves, particularly related to depression and mental 
health. There is also evidence that men may face negative consequences 
of long leaves. All this helps in thinking of ways to optimize the timing 
and division of parental leave.

Could Parental Leave Be Harmful to Gender Equality?

Some argue that women will ultimately be disadvantaged by parental 
leave policies. For example, Baroness Ruth Lister, emeritus professor of 
social policy, member of the Joint Committee of Human Rights, and 
vice- chair of the Fair Pay Network, asserts that programs that pay for 
care (such as parental leave) without addressing inequalities in the divi-
sion of labor could act as an obstacle to gender equality.3 Drawing on 
feminist citizenship theory, which critiques the public- private (read: 
work/home) dichotomy and women’s exclusion from public forms of 
citizenship, Lister describes the dilemma between equality- based claims 
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to full citizenship in which women and men take on the same roles 
and responsibilities versus difference- based claims to full citizenship in 
which women and men comprise different roles and responsibilities.4 
Lister labels this dilemma “pendulum politics” because the popularity of 
each swings back and forth among politicians. Lister proposes an alter-
native model called the “carer/earner” model, in which both men and 
women take on employment and caregiving. She admits that more effort 
is needed to make the division of labor more equitable in the private 
sphere, and this will happen more readily if men become more simi-
lar to women, rather than vice versa. Furthermore, Lister suggests that 
“a more balanced gendered division of labour needs to be seen as an 
opportunity for men to become more involved in the work of care, rather 
than as a threat.”5 As such, Lister is a fan of the daddy quota common in 
Sweden and other Nordic countries.

Philosopher Nancy Fraser discusses the potential problems of a care-
giver parity model, which attempts to value caregiving in the same way 
as paid labor.6 Parental leave policies may be viewed as attempts to value 
caregiving. Yet Fraser suggests that “caregiving is unlikely to attain true 
parity with breadwinning” because of the gendered notions of caregiv-
ing as feminine and breadwinning as masculine and the differential eco-
nomic value placed on these roles. Ultimately, she argues that women 
will still be marginalized: “By supporting women’s informal care work, 
[the caregiver parity model] reinforces the view of such work as women’s 
work and consolidates the gender division of domestic labor. By con-
solidating dual labor markets for breadwinners and caregivers, moreover, 
the model marginalizes women within the employment sector.”7 In other 
words, these kinds of policies could reinforce the idea that domestic 
work and caregiving are feminine practices at the same time as establish-
ing a “mommy track” in the labor market in which employers expect 
women to interrupt their careers to care for children. These arguments 
are related to the idea that women need to take leave and figure out how 
to balance work and family while men who have children simply carry on 
working with limited leave and limited or no change to their work lives.

There are also two competing arguments for women’s poorer out-
comes in the labor market— the human capital argument and the sig-
naling effect argument. The human capital argument is based on the 
idea that time away from work means an employee will miss that time 
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to accumulate human capital and may indeed lose some of their skills.8 
This may be more relevant in today’s economy, where techniques and 
technologies change quickly. Someone on leave during the introduction 
of new technologies will not be there to learn it and may be considered 
behind. On the other hand, there is the signaling effect argument. Under 
this theory, those who take leave, or at least long leaves, “signal” to their 
boss that they are less committed to work. Those who do not take leave 
or take shorter leaves are seen as more committed to work. However, 
both gender and the reason for the leave may affect how employers read 
the “signals.” The next sections consider the evidence regarding leave, 
employment, career advancement, and the pay gap.

Women’s Employment

Most research shows a positive effect of parental leave on maternal 
employment. However, long leaves may have the opposite effect, reduc-
ing the probability of employment.9 For example, there is some evidence 
that leave of more than one year reduces the likelihood of returning to 
work.10 A study of the extension of Canadian paid parental leave from 
twenty- five to fity weeks showed a decrease in new mothers returning 
to work in the first year ater childbirth.11

Much research shows a curvilinear effect of parental leave on women’s 
employment. In other words, some leave is good, but at a certain point 
leave becomes excessive and detrimental. In an early study, Christopher 
Ruhm examined nine European countries between 1969 and 1993. He 
found that short periods of approximately three months of paid leave 
had a positive impact on employment- to- population ratios of women 
with little effect on wages.12 However, longer leaves (e.g., nine months), 
though they increased employment, also decreased earnings. Examining 
seventeen OECD countries between 1985 and 1999, economist Florence 
Jaumotte found a marginal effect of parental leave on female employment, 
which peaks at twenty weeks.13 Beyond twenty weeks, parental leave has a 
negative effect on female labor force participation. Economists Yusuf Emre 
Akgunduz and Janneke Plantenga calculated difference- in- difference 
models based on data from sixteen European countries between 1970 and 
2010.14 They focused on the effect of weighted leave, a combination of ma-
ternity leave and parental leave, on women’s employment outcomes. They 
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found that the optimal leave length for women twenty- five to thirty- four 
years old is twenty- eight weeks (see figure 3.1). Ater twenty- eight weeks, 
employment benefits decline. For example, parental leave of thirty weeks 
is associated with a decline of 1.5 percent in the proportion of women in 
high- level occupations and a decrease of 7 percent in women’s high- skill 
wages. It peaks sooner and the benefits are smaller for the full sample of 
women aged fiteen to sixty- four.

Using the UK’s Millennium Cohort Study, sociologists Colette Fagan 
and Helen Norman examine maternal employment following maternity 
leave.15 They find that returning to employment within nine months of 
childbirth is critical to longer- term employment and career progression. 
Specifically, mothers who returned to work within nine months were 
significantly more likely than those who took longer leave to be in paid 
employment and working full- time three years ater childbirth. Occupa-
tional class also plays a role. Mothers in managerial or professional posi-
tions before parental leave were more likely to be employed three years 
ater childbirth regardless of leave length. In contrast, mothers who hold 
lower occupational positions are less likely to be employed and those 
who are employed tend to work part- time.16 We know that part- time 
employment is associated with lower pay and fewer opportunities for 
career advancement.
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In countries like Germany and the US, the length of time out of work 
has a negative linear relationship with returning to the same job. In other 
words, the longer women stay on leave, the less their chance of keeping 
their same job. In the US, highly educated mothers also have a greater 
likelihood of returning to their same job or one at a similar occupational 
level ater family- related leave. This is because highly educated moth-
ers take shorter leaves than less educated mothers, but it is also because 
they have better access to paid, job- protected leave. In contrast, these 
differences do not occur in Sweden, where policies protect employees 
on leave.17 Furthermore, the relationship between length of leave and 
returning to the same job is not linear in Sweden. Rather, the chance 
of returning to the same job decreases only ater three years. Therefore, 
women who return within three years have a high chance of returning to 
the same job. It is also quite common for Swedish women to make use of 
the “speed premium” by having two children within two and a half years. 
In these cases, parental leave pay is based on income prior to the first 
birth rather than the potentially lower income resulting between births.18

Women’s Career Advancement

Some researchers argue that parental leave programs, on their own, 
increase the “motherhood- induced employment gap.”19 While job- 
protected, well- paid maternity leave may increase mother’s employment 
following leave, it has the potential of having other detrimental effects 
on long- term economic outcomes as well. For one, long parental leave 
may reduce women’s likelihoods of getting promotions.20 This may be 
due to the fact that women miss opportunities for job training and other 
chances to build experience or other forms of human capital. These 
missed opportunities are likely to then impact women’s earning capacity. 
In the US, even short leaves can have consequences for advancement, 
with women facing a greater risk of downward career moves.21

Two main factors create the negative relationship between leave and 
women’s work success. One is human capital depreciation, in which 
skills decline or become outdated during long absences from the labor 
market. The other factor is statistical discrimination, in which employ-
ers decide not to hire or promote women more generally, based on the 
fact that many will take an extended maternity leave.22
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Longer leaves reduce women’s chance of upward mobility. However, 
this varies depending on the policy supports they enjoy. For example, 
in the US, making an upward move (measured by increases in occupa-
tional prestige) is 15 percent less likely for women who return to work 
between four and twelve months ater childbirth compared to women 
who return to work before four months, and the likelihood of advance-
ment is 24 percent lower for those who take more than a year off. Mean-
while, the negative effect of longer leave in Sweden does not hold until 
a woman takes sixteen months or more of leave.23 Therefore, there may 
not be one answer to how long is too long. It seems that better policies 
ensure a delay in negative outcomes.

There is a negative relationship between state- funded programs such 
as parental leave and the percentage of managers and lucrative managers 
who are female. The US has one of the highest rates of female employ-
ment in managerial and lucrative- managerial positions while the UK 
and Sweden, countries with generous and lengthy state- funded leave, lag 
behind. For example, the rates of female employment in managerial and 
lucrative- managerial positions in the US are close to 80 percent each, 
while the corresponding rates are 56 and 30 percent in the UK and 43 
and 41 percent in Sweden. On the other hand, the US has relatively low 
odds (under 10 percent) of female employment in female- typed occupa-
tions compared to the UK (19 percent) and Sweden (16 percent).24 Paige, 
a thirty- two- year- old British researcher who took seven months of leave, 
relays her concern about taking such a long leave:

Ideally, I would have, you know, if I could have taken a year but well. 
I think initially financially and secondary I was thinking it was sort of 
about work as well because when you’re out of this type of work, research 
or that, for a year then it can be quite difficult to get back into the swing 
of things if you like, get back into what’s happening, your current research 
field.

Paige took a shorter leave than she would have wanted, but the 
amount of leave she took falls near the peak optimum length for 
women’s long- term economic prospects, according to Akgunduz 
and Plantega (see figure 3.1). Sociologists Hadas Mandel and Moshe 
Semyonov conclude:
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We contend that family- friendly policies and employment practices as-
sume the primacy of women’s familial responsibilities. As such they are 
designed to allow women time off for the care of young children through 
extended maternity leaves and support of part- time employment. These 
policies, in turn, discourage employers from hiring women for mana-
gerial and powerful positions and foster women’s attachment to female- 
typed occupations and jobs with convenient work conditions.25

They call this the “welfare state paradox” because policies such as paren-
tal leave, designed to promote gender equality, also act to inhibit gender 
equality. In the case of parental leave, we see that these policies encour-
age women to enter the labor force, but they also push them toward 
lower- paying, female- typed occupations instead of higher- paying, man-
agerial positions.

Nabanita Datta Gupta and colleagues extend Mandel and Semyonov’s 
argument by coining the term “system- based glass ceiling.”26 Here they 
refer to a system that is based on generous family- friendly policies and 
high levels of public sector employment. Since women in Nordic coun-
tries take more parental leave than men and are more likely to work 
in the public sector (over half of employed women versus one- fith to 
one- quarter of employed men), the system encourages women to con-
tinue going into family- friendly public sector employment, which is also 
lower paying. This results in occupational segregation and a gender pay 
gap. Furthermore, the income ratio between women and men remained 
relatively stagnant in the last two decades of the twentieth century. 
Therefore, the glass ceiling is not necessarily an obstacle for individual 
women trying to advance in particular companies but a glass ceiling that 
limits women more generally. This is all to say that even Sweden and 
other Nordic countries have not completely figured out how to eliminate 
gender inequality.

It may also be important to consider women’s subjective perceptions 
of the negative repercussions of parental leave on mothers’ employment 
opportunities. The duration of a woman’s career interruption is par-
ticularly important in forming these perceptions. Compared to women 
who take leave of up to six months, those who take medium leave (six 
months to two years) are 2.5 times as likely, those who take long leaves 
(two to four years) are 5.3 times as likely, and those who interrupt their 
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careers for more than four years are over ten times as likely to perceive 
negative occupational consequences of their leave.27 While long- term 
leave has negative effects on women’s careers, there is also evidence that 
women’s perceived negative consequences vary based on the policy con-
text in which they find themselves. Emma, a thirty- year- old British of-
fice worker who took nine months, feels she may have been penalized 
for taking maternity leave:

It’s a bit uncomfortable because there were certain things that were prom-
ised to me before I let that have not been fulfilled now, and I wouldn’t go 
as far, I don’t think I would be taking it as far as saying it was because I 
went on maternity leave that I’m not getting these things now, but there’s 
always that niggling thought in the back of my mind, if I’d not gone on 
maternity leave would I have got those things that I was promised and 
I would have carried on the job as normal. And I’m sure that, yeah, I’d 
like to think that I haven’t been stopped from doing the things that were 
promised to me weren’t stopped because I was on maternity leave because 
I took that break but I’ll never know.

As Emma indicates, it is difficult to prove that her leave cost her job 
opportunities, but the timing seems to indicate this as a real possibility. 
Emma was promised a promotion shortly before she announced that she 
would go on maternity leave. Although she applied for the promotion 
while on leave, another employee was chosen.

Swedish women who take longer parental leaves have reduced odds 
of making an upward occupational move. Since non- family reasons for 
career interruptions do not seem to have the same effect on occupa-
tional mobility, researchers conclude that the negative effects of parental 
leave cannot be due to human capital depreciation but must be some 
kind of signaling effect, an indicator to employers that one is not as 
serious about work.28 Using longitudinal data, Swedish demographers 
Marie Evertsson and Ann- Zofie Duvander ask whether parental leave 
is a benefit or a trap by focusing on women’s leave- taking behavior and 
their occupational mobility.29 They find that women who take parental 
leave for sixteen months or more are significantly less likely to advance 
in their careers than women who take shorter amounts of parental leave. 
This is noteworthy in that there only seems to be a negative effect for 
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leave length that is above the average amount of time Swedish women 
take leave. In this sense, it may be that employers can speculate that 
women who take more leave than average are less committed to work.

A study of Sweden, Germany, and the US finds that the longer women 
are on parental leave, the lower their chance for an upward career move. 
While the relationship between parental leave length and downward 
mobility is not perfect, the conclusion is fairly clear that longer leaves 
are riskier in the sense that more women face the possibility of a down-
ward move.30 However, there is some difference depending on the over-
all leave policy context. For example, the negative effects of taking leave 
on women’s career advancement occur immediately in the US, even ater 
a short leave, whereas the negative effect does not appear in Sweden 
until parental leave surpasses fiteen months. While the more generous 
policy regime in Sweden buffers or delays the negative impact of leave, 
even Swedish women have better career prospects when they return to 
work earlier.

In addition, policy simulations suggest that parental leave policies 
aimed at fathers could increase women’s employment. In other words, 
providing the opportunity to take long leaves oten means that women 
take those long leaves and thus take a hit to their careers. But long leaves, 
divided more equally between partners, might not disadvantage women 
but may rather be beneficial. Human capital depreciation would be more 
even, and employers would need to expect that both men and women 
might take parental leave, removing a major reason for statistical dis-
crimination. On the other hand, if women take longer leaves, which they 
do, employers may come to think that it is costlier to employ women 
than men.31

Gender Pay Gap

Parental leave may result in lower wages.32 There is plenty of evidence 
that mothers experience a wage penalty33 while men, particularly mar-
ried, residential fathers, oten experience a fatherhood wage premium.34 
In perhaps the most cited study on the motherhood wage penalty, 
sociologists Michelle Budig and Paula England find that each child is 
associated with a wage penalty of 7 percent.35 Some of this penalty is due 
to the fact that women with more children have less work experience, 
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but even ater controlling for job experience, there is still a 5- percent 
wage penalty for each child. In the US, mothers who use work- family 
policies that result in fewer work hours or less time at the workplace also 
experience pay penalties.36

One cause of the gender wage gap is gender segregation in occupa-
tions. Women tend to work in more female- dominated jobs, which tend 
to have lower pay. Policies that promote women’s employment may also 
result in greater occupational gender segregation.37 Another contribu-
tor to the gender wage gap is career interruptions. Women are more 
likely to experience career interruptions, particularly family- related in-
terruptions, and long maternity leave is a chief reason women face dis-
advantages in the work force.38 There is evidence that the negative effect 
of motherhood on wages is at least partly due to loss of human capital 
during parental leave.39 In particular, longer parental leave policies en-
courage longer career interruptions for women, which exacerbates the 
gender wage gap.40 In addition to human capital depreciation, when em-
ployers expect women to have children and take leave, they are more 
hesitant to hire and promote women, a form of statistical discrimina-
tion. Employers may see long parental leaves as a “legitimate” reason to 
discriminate against women and favor men.41

Researchers from the Netherlands find a sizeable wage penalty from 
parental leave occurring as soon as during the first year.42 More com-
monly, researchers find a negative impact of maternity leave on women’s 
wages in the longer term.43 Different studies find different penalties, but 
two studies from Germany suggest there are large penalties. One study 
shows that women suffer wage penalties of 0.4 percent per month of 
parental leave and 1.3 percent per year beyond the initial year of parental 
leave.44 Another study shows that each year of parental leave decreases 
wages by 18 percent.45

Based on a study that followed the career progression of a group of 
health care administration graduates in the US, career interruptions that 
are seen as voluntary, such as parental leave, have a larger negative im-
pact on long- term salary growth than career interruptions that are seen 
as involuntary, such as unemployment, or part- time work. The health 
administration researchers go so far as to recommend that workers con-
tinue with part- time work rather than take leave during times of greater 
family responsibilities in order to ensure that they suffer fewer negative 
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impacts from career interruptions.46 It would seem employers do judge 
those who take parental leave more harshly.

Furthermore, according to cross- national research, parental leave is 
more likely to have a negative effect on earnings in countries where there 
is greater support for more traditional roles in which men act as bread-
winners and women as caregivers.47 Some argue that the gender pay gap 
is due to the unequal division of family responsibilities. Using Swed-
ish register data, economist Nikolay Angelov and colleagues were able 
to examine parents of first- born children and track their labor market 
activities before and ater the birth of their child.48 They found that the 
gender gap in wages increased ater having a child such that mothers had 
10 percent lower wages than fathers fiteen years ater the birth of their 
first child. Sociologist Lynn Prince Cooke finds that motherhood pen-
alties are similar across Australia, the UK, and the US for those in the 
upper half of the earnings distribution but wider in the US for earners 
in the bottom half.49 These patterns are encouraged by the lopsided divi-
sion of labor at home. With women, and especially mothers, doing more 
housework and childcare, they have less time to focus on their jobs.50 
Employers also expect women to place more priority on their families 
and this can affect hiring and promotion. This may extend to parental 
leave. Jennifer Hook, author of Gendered Tradeoffs, uses time- use surveys 
from nineteen countries to examine the effect of parental leave policies 
on housework.51 She finds that women do more housework in countries 
with long parental leave. On the other hand, women do less housework 
in contexts where men have access to parental leave.

Problems with Long Leaves: The Case of Hungary

We can turn to Hungary for an example of the effects of long parental 
leave on women’s employment. Hungary was ahead of the times when 
it introduced three years of paid maternity leave in 1967. Nevertheless, 
the goals of this extensive policy were to increase fertility and allevi-
ate employment pressures, caused by a campaign for full employment 
of all adults. Even as other policies implemented under the communist 
regime were eliminated, the parental leave policy remained: “In place 
for over four decades, it has withstood several shits in let, right and 
centre governments, the structural adjustment demands of the IMF, the 
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explicit critique of the OECD and the World Bank, and the employment 
rate targets of the European Union.”52 In fact, ater the fall of commu-
nism, family policies devoted to re- introducing traditional gender roles, 
termed “re- traditionalisation” or “re- familialisation,” became popular. 
Gender studies scholars Éva Fodor and Erika Kispeter elaborate:

While different in important details, each of these concepts suggests in-
creased or ongoing incentives for women to leave the labour market and 
do unpaid care work in their homes, while noting rising obstacles to find-
ing and holding on to paid employment. Indeed, post- state socialist poli-
ticians and public figures introduced a backlash against the communist 
slogan of women’s emancipation; newly elected governments emphasised 
the differences between men’s and women’s “natural” roles and the patri-
otic importance of women as keepers of the hearth.53

These familistic tendencies were further promoted by fears of the demo-
graphic consequences of low fertility and the rise in extremists on the 
right. These policies, specifically paid parental leave of three or more 
years, exist in other Central and Eastern European countries such as 
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, and Slovakia and there seems to 
be a shit toward maternalism.54 Here is where there is even a distinction 
between medium- length leave, which as noted above may encourage 
gendered occupational segregation and the pay gap, and extremely long 
leaves. The latter, which is defined as leave that is longer than two years, 
is likely to be even more detrimental to women. Potential consequences 
include exclusion from jobs, as employers refrain from hiring women 
of childbearing age in anticipation that these women will leave work 
for long periods of time to raise their children, and a higher risk of 
poverty.55

Hungary makes lots of top- ten lists when it comes to countries with 
the best maternity leave policies. Again, it is quite generous with ma-
ternity and parental leave extending to the child’s third birthday.56 
With such generous leave, it may not be a surprise that most Hungar-
ian mothers take parental leave, but perhaps the length is a bit surpris-
ing: the average mother takes 4.7 years of leave— more than 10 percent 
of a woman’s working life!57 Unfortunately, return rates are quite low, 
with only one- third of mothers returning to their pre- leave jobs ater 
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finishing parental leave, which understandably reduces labor force at-
tachment. Fodor and Kispeter’s qualitative research shows that Hun-
garian women on parental leave are oten actually working, as they are 
engaged in income- generating activities. Some work for small businesses 
run by friends or family; others work on farms in their rural towns. Yet 
others tutor children, wait tables at events, clean businesses, sell hand- 
made clothing, and run workshops in their homes. Because this work 
is informal, it is also largely invisible. Fodor and Kispeter conclude that 
the extremely long maternity and parental leave policies are not in fact 
woman- friendly but rather exacerbate gender inequality. They suggest 
that the state is “complicit in the construction of mothers (and would-
 be mothers) as marginalized workers, while ostensibly offering them a 
chance, and expecting them to do the most they can for their children.” 
Women therefore become an “invisible reserve army of labourers.”58

Is the US Actually Better for Gender Equality?

Are American women better off without a federal paid parental leave 
policy? Silke Aisenbrey and colleagues suggest that much of the nega-
tive impact of maternity leave is due to statistical discrimination, which 
is different treatment of groups based on a group’s “average” behavior.59 
If employers in countries with generous leave policies want to avoid the 
potential costs and hassles of female employees taking extended time 
due to maternity leave, they may simply choose not to hire women in the 
first place. They specifically point to the US as a country where women 
benefit from relatively limited statistical discrimination because there 
is no paid leave policy.60 And their findings suggest a trend toward 
fewer women taking time out around childbirth— from 70 percent 
before 1987 to around half in the period 1988– 1993 to less than 40 per-
cent since 1993. Furthermore, American mothers return to work fairly 
quickly— 65 percent return to work within three months and 75 percent 
within six months. Perhaps as a result of this, one study found that Ameri-
can mothers who remain in the labor force continuously do not face wage 
penalties.61

Sociologist Ann Shola Orloff describes the US as a “distinctive al-
ternative gender regime.”62 While countless scholars have criticized the 
US for its lack of family policies, Orloff has claimed that “the US is a 
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leader, not a laggard, in removing discriminatory occupational barri-
ers.”63 She touts the US as a leader in gender equality when it comes 
to women’s movement into management and professional jobs as well 
as into more “masculine” occupations.64 Regarding parental leave, she 
acknowledges the highly problematic absence of paid leave. Yet she also 
claims the FMLA policy, with its gender- neutral language, contributes 
to “an understanding of caregiving needs that extends beyond mothers 
and children” and is “not limited by a maternalist or ‘reproductionist’ 
logic.”65 In this sense, sometimes less is more. An alternative gender re-
gime that has fewer policies that focus more on gender neutrality may 
actually result in greater levels of gender equality at work and home.66 
Then again, this may be limited to women at the top. Research in the 
US shows no motherhood wage penalty for women with the highest 
wages.67 Likewise, recent research shows no gender gap for the medium 
and high occupational prestige group. On the other hand, the gender 
gap is relatively strong for the lowest occupational prestige group, which 
suggests that gender equality is a white, middle/upper class privilege.68 
It appears that US policies may indeed encourage gender equality, but 
only for a select group.

Health Consequences

Most evidence shows that paid parental leave is beneficial for mater-
nal health. However, public health scholar Rada Dagher and her 
colleagues find a non- linear pattern between time off and postpartum 
depression.69 Using the Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale, which 
they claim is a better measure of postpartum depression than previ-
ous scales, they find: “on average, in the first postpartum year every 
additional day of leave results in a decrease in postpartum depressive 
symptoms until six months postpartum. Ater six months, the relation-
ship reverses and every additional day of leave results in an increase in 
postpartum depressive symptoms.”70 In fact, figure 3.2, which illustrates 
their findings, shows that the predicted value of postpartum depressive 
symptoms at twelve months is at its lowest for those working again and 
at its highest for those still on leave. Shannon, a thirty- four- year- old 
British secretary and mother of one, talked about the importance of 
returning to work:
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I was ready to go back to work. I needed something else. A lot of my 
friends had already started back at work. Had they still been off then it 
might have been different, but I felt that I needed something for me, you 
know, I couldn’t, I didn’t want everything to always be. . . . I notice you 
just get called Alfie’s mum and I wanted my own identity back. I wanted 
to, I love being Alfie’s mum, but I wanted to be Shannon again. Yeah, hav-
ing something to come back to was important so I did want, I felt it was 
the right time. I don’t know whether I would have, could have done it a 
month or so earlier, but I wouldn’t want any more than that, no.

Shannon mentions the importance of getting her own identity back. 
Paid employment allows mothers to have an identity beyond “mother.” 
It involves work tasks that help provide a sense of self. Social relations 
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are also important. When mothers have other friends to socialize with 
while on leave, this provides much needed adult interaction. Even then, 
these interactions oten center around their children. Returning to work 
allows mothers to have regular interactions with other adults about non- 
child- related topics.

Interestingly, a Korean study finds that women who take paid ma-
ternity leave experience more parenting stress than women who do not 
take leave. The researchers suggest that parenting an infant 24/7 may 
be more stressful than combining work and family.71 This is consistent 
with Arlie Hochschild’s notion that work can be a “break” from family.72 
Certainly working mothers may find support from interacting with co- 
workers or other adults.

Child Development

Generally, parental leave has a positive impact on child development. 
However, even in this area, there may be such a thing as too much 
parental leave. A Canadian study of kindergarteners found that parental 
leave of six to twelve months resulted in the best child outcomes. For 
example, kindergarteners whose parents took six to twelve months of 
parental leave scored higher on physical health, social competence, and 
communication than those whose parents took shorter or longer leaves. 
This pattern seemed to hold for girls and boys.73

Negative Impacts on Men

While most research has focused on the potential benefits and draw-
backs of parental leave for women’s employment and careers, men who 
take parental leave also face consequences. In fact, some research sug-
gests that the negative association between length of parental leave and 
wage penalty is greater for men than for women.74 Researchers have 
proposed that this pattern is due to a signaling effect:

One might view the outcome as one in which men who are highly com-
mitted to their careers find it worthwhile to take little or no parental 
leave, while less committed men find it less costly to take time out. Em-
ployers, recognizing the correlation between men’s leave- taking behavior 
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and their degree of career commitment, respond by penalizing those who 
take significant parental leave. The situation for women is quite different. 
Because the financial incentives to take one’s legal entitlement of parental 
leave are so strong and because women have traditionally been the ones 
to take leave, virtually all Swedish women take substantial time off in 
conjunction with childbirth. Consequently, their leave- taking behavior 
cannot signal anything to their employers.75

Women taking parental leave is considered within the norm. We expect 
new mothers to take time off and perhaps to return part- time or not at 
all. But we do not (yet) expect the same from new fathers. Because men 
who take parental leaves (or, in the Swedish case, extra- long leaves) are 
not typical, they stand out. Basically, employers notice these men more. 
They then face judgments similar to the ones women have faced. If a 
man is an engaged father who takes time off, he is assumed to be less 
committed to work.76 In fact, men who request family leave or quit work 
for family reasons face a “flexibility stigma” in which they are seen as 
more feminine and consequently earn less.77 This goes back to our ideas 
about ideal workers being those who do not have any other commit-
ments beyond work.78 Julian, an American father, illustrates how these 
notions affect men’s reasoning regarding employer’s responses to men 
taking leave:

I think the hard thing is and I don’t know if its regulate- able or not if, like, 
even though, like, federally, technically, like, legally you have that time, 
your employer— even though it’s, like, allowed it’s not really allowed. So 
how do you really differentiate that and how do you kind of regulate that 
to say “hey, legally I have six weeks and I’m taking the full six weeks be-
cause I want to and I want to spend time at home with my family” and 
how do I do that and come back and not really be, like, you know, throw-
ing myself under the bus wherever I work at, whomever it is. You know, I 
feel like it’s more socially acceptable for that to happen with women than 
it is per se for men. And it’s like it’s there and it’s available, but if you’re not 
really comfortable using it then what’s the purpose of it?

In this case, Julian is referring to the legally mandated California Paid 
Family Leave. Even though the law is gender- neutral, he points to the 
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different view of women versus men taking parental leave. Indeed, an 
early study using data from Swedish company employment records esti-
mated the earnings penalty to be 1.7 percent for women and 5.2 percent 
for men who took one year of leave.79

Studies from Sweden and Norway suggest that parental leave re-
forms, and particularly daddy quotas, may have a negative impact on 
fathers’ earnings.80 Norwegian labor economists Mari Rege and In-
geborg Solli examined the effect of the 1993 reform that introduced a 
four- week paternity leave quota in Norway.81 Using registry data on 
fathers throughout the period 1992– 2000, they found that “fathers, on 
average, earn 1 percent to 3 percent less as a direct consequence of the 
paternity- leave quota.”82 This effect continues through the study obser-
vation window or until the participant’s child is five years old. Rege and 
Solli suggest three potential mechanisms for the decline in earnings. 
The first possibility is that fathers experience human- capital deprecia-
tion while on leave. They dismiss this explanation, since they find it 
unlikely that four weeks out of work, when they are not building work 
experience, would affect earnings over four years later. The second pos-
sibility is that fathers on paternity leave send a signal to their employers 
that they are more devoted to their family than their career and thus 
less committed, reliable workers. However, Rege and Solli also dismiss 
this explanation because of the extremely high uptake of paternity leave 
within the first few years of the reform. In other words, most fathers 
take the daddy quota so it would be hard to draw conclusions about 
work commitment based on uptake. The third possibility, and the one 
Rege and Solli find most plausible, is that fathers who take paternity 
leave become more involved fathers. Once leave is over, they may shit 
more of their time and effort to raising their child, which would result 
in lower earnings. So basically lower income is due to fathers choosing 
family over work.

This may be a self- fulfilling prophecy of sorts. A recent longitudinal 
study finds that men who expect that a longer leave would be associated 
with a forfeiture of qualifications or problematic due to trouble keep-
ing up with the constantly changing work environment plan ahead of 
time to take shorter parental leave. Furthermore, those who have high 
leadership responsibility at their job are less likely to follow through in 
the event that they plan a longer leave than those with low leadership 
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responsibility.83 Managers are less likely to take leave than those not in 
managerial positions.84 It may be that men in leadership positions do 
not see parental leave as a right as much as an indulgence when work 
allows. For those who feel that work demands are high, they may feel the 
expectations are for them to forego or take less leave.85

Other research suggests that men may be aware of the detrimental 
effects of long leaves, and this may in turn affect their decisions about 
leave. Swedish men who show a greater orientation to the economic di-
mension of work (salary and security) are less likely to take long leaves 
(twenty weeks or more). These men may be more aware of the economic 
costs of long parental leave. Since wage replacement is not 100 percent 
(it is about 80 percent) and men have higher incomes than women on 
average, there is greater potential for income loss among men.86 In ad-
dition, these men may be more aware of the potential signaling effect 
and realize that their employers and supervisors will see them as less 
committed to work if they take parental leave.87

Labor economist Elly- Ann Johansson used longitudinal data to com-
pare the effects of spouses’ parental leave on earnings. She found that 
parental leave led to a decrease in future earnings for both spouses.88 
However, each month of parental leave was associated with 7.5 percent 
lower earnings for men compared to 4.5 percent lower earnings for 
women. Other research shows similarities in the penalty but differences 
in timing. Marie Evertsson followed Swedish parents from two years 
before to eight years ater the birth of their first child.89 She found that 
highly educated men and women both experience negative effects of 
parental leave on wages. When comparing the effects of twenty weeks 
of parental leave, the wage penalty was 0.6 percent for both women and 
men. However, Evertsson found gender differences in the effect of the 
amount of leave. Women’s wage penalty works in a linear pattern— more 
parental leave results in greater wage penalties. For men, the wage pen-
alty occurs quickly even with short leaves and does not increase much 
over time. So basically the bad news is that employers are judging fathers 
for taking any leave at all (they are not making less because their human 
capital has depreciated but because employers think fathers who take 
leave are not as committed to work). The good news is that the effect 
on women and men is similar, which is an indication of greater gen-
der equality. Also, Evertsson suggests that given the minimal change in 



110 | Too Much Parental Leave Is Not Good

negative effect on men’s wages, it makes sense for men to take more leave 
and to share it with their partners.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined some of the negative consequences for 
women and men of long parental leaves. Women who take long leaves 
risk long- term absences from the labor force. Even those who return 
to employment face reduced opportunities for advancement and lower 
pay. Contrasting the cases of Hungary and the US shows that very long 
leaves can result in severe limitations for women’s success while the 
absence of leave may have a small silver lining. While career penalties 
seem to dominant discussions of the consequences of long leaves for 
women, there are also potential health risks, with women who take lon-
ger leave facing higher levels of stress and depression. Finally, men are 
not immune to the negative effects of long leaves. Particularly because 
men are expected to take shorter leaves compared to women, those who 
take leave oten face backlash at work. The answer is not to have no leave 
but to consider a moderate amount of leave for both parents. Much of 
the negative impact of long parental leave may be due to the unequal 
division of parental leave and gendered expectations regarding women 
and men at home and at work. The next chapter focuses on the role of 
fathers as partners.
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Fathers as Partners, Not Helpers

“Dads don’t babysit (it’s called ‘parenting’).”
This slogan, popularized by the US- based National At- Home Dad 

Network and now emblazoned on t- shirts, calls out the gendered lan-
guage we oten still use to talk about fathers. Babysitters are temporary 
caregivers who step in to help out the parents. But the fact is that fa-
thers are spending more time with their children than ever before. In 
fact, American fathers today spend 65 percent more time with their 
children during the typical workday than they did thirty years ago.1 Ac-
cording to the 2016 National Study of the Changing Workforce, about 
half of fathers in heterosexual relationships say they share caregiving 
responsibilities equally or take on a greater share of caregiving than 
their partner (about one- third of mothers say their partner shares or 
does more).2

This chapter examines gendered aspects of parental leave. While al-
most all parents who stay home with an infant for a period of time ac-
knowledge how much work it is, suggesting that parenting has a learning 
curve, parental leave is oten seen as a mother- centered activity. Much of 
the gendering is seen as natural, with an emphasis on breastfeeding and 
mothers as nurturers. The counterpart to this narrative is that fathers are 
seen as helpers or secondary parents. We know, however, that fathers who 
take leave and spend longer periods of time caring for children are highly 
capable of being equal partners and parents.

Leave Is Hard Work

“It was incredibly hectic and stressful and sleep- deprived, 
and of course, awesome at the same time. It didn’t feel like 
time off, as all new parents know.”
— Rufus, US father, age 37
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Before getting into the gender dynamics of leave, it is important to note 
that almost all new parents talk about early days with their new child as 
a blur. American father Dante, age thirty- two, described the experience: 
“It was kind of a big blur because all the days intertwined. There wasn’t 
really much sleeping. You have to wake the baby up every couple hours 
to feed, change diapers, prep any bottles or food. Everything just kind of 
mushed into one big day.” On the other side of the ocean, British father 
Ishan provided a similar description:

It’s just a blur. It’s just a complete blur. Because there’s no set hours. He’s 
getting up any time of day and night and you just . . . People are coming 
visiting obviously, which is what they do. You can’t kind of remember 
having a conversation with them or anything like that. It’s almost like 
you’re just kind of sucked out of the world and you have no idea as to 
what’s going on around you. But it just went so fast but felt so long. It’s so 
weird. It’s really, I can’t, yeah, it was just bizarre. Everything is just focused 
around this little baby and nothing else. Yeah, it’s probably the way to 
describe it, it’s just the most shortest and the quickest time.

While Ishan took off three weeks of leave, a little more than average for 
British fathers, he aptly calls this time “the most shortest and the quick-
est time” in his attempt to capture his sense of fuzziness as it seemed a 
whirlwind of visitors in the midst of sleep deprivation. Another British 
father, James, who took off two weeks of leave, also expressed his feelings:

The first two weeks at home. It was obviously a massive, a big change for 
us, to have somebody dependent on you for everything and to not get to. 
It was a little bit easier being off and being at home all day than it has been 
since I’ve come back to work. But those first two weeks were kind of very 
much a change in mindset and a change in routine and a change in pretty 
much everything, really. To have somebody dependent on you, like, say, 
all that time, it was difficult because we were trying to work out between 
the two of us as well how we would . . . It was quite easy during the first 
two weeks because we would just, we would both be up at the same time 
because we both wanted to kind of almost experience it in a way. And that 
was, that was okay. That was fine. But I don’t know, it was, it kind of went 
with a bit of a blur really. It was very quick and it was very kind of hard 
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because you’d got a lack of sleep and you were kind of all your, you felt like 
all your emotions were kind of a bit all over the place

The theme of lack of sleep is certainly repetitive, but James also touches 
on this new sense of responsibility. The realization that his infant was 
completely dependent on him and his wife was an awesome reality. 
James also alludes to the fact that sharing this responsibility and the 
care for their child was much easier when both he and his wife were 
at home. Of course this was short- lived as James, like most British 
fathers, returned to work ater two weeks. Similarly, American father 
Amos, a firefighter who took three weeks of leave, talked about changes 
in responsibility and his role while at home: “It was a lot of worrying, 
watching her sleep, making sure breathing was okay. Just real worried 
about SIDS, worried about anything and everything. Her first couple of 
weeks, there was almost no sleep.” Amos talked about lack of sleep both 
because his new daughter woke up every hour or two and because he 
oten watched her sleep. Many first- time fathers were surprised by how 
hard paternity leave was. Kye, for example, a thirty- year- old American 
father who took five weeks of leave, confided:

I remember thinking up to it was going to be great. I’m going to be off for 
a month. I’ve never been off that long from work. And when I went back, 
I’m not going to say I was happy to be back, but the break wasn’t at all 
what I thought it would be because I felt like even though I wasn’t work-
ing, I was still working. It was a different type of time off.

Kye’s realization that parental leave was work reflects what many moth-
ers have known all along. Parenting is a form of labor, one that is not 
generally recognized or monetarily rewarded.

Mother- Centered Parental Leave

In my research on the UK, and to some extent in the US, a prominent 
finding was the assumption that parental leave belongs to mothers. This 
came up in interviews with mothers as well as with fathers. Both British 
fathers and mothers place greater weight on women’s needs and wishes 
regarding parental leave, suggesting that mothers remain the primary 
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caregivers and fathers the secondary caregivers.3 Mothers generally indi-
cated that decisions regarding parental leave, particularly how much 
time to take, were up to them, and that their partners supported their 
decisions. For example, Amy, a forty- two- year- old manager who took 
the full twelve months, said: “He didn’t care to be honest. He said as long 
as we can afford it do whatever you want.” Likewise, Emma, a thirty- 
year- old administrative assistant, said she and her husband did not talk 
much about how much maternity leave she would take:

Well, I don’t know if we particularly discussed it as a couple. I think he’s 
pretty much happy for me to do whatever I want, feel happy doing, and 
so you just kind of got on with it. I didn’t want to take, I wanted to take as 
much as I could but ater nine months it goes to no pay so we didn’t want 
to live on no, just one wage so I stopped it ater the nine months. But we 
didn’t really have much, a great deal of discussion about it.

While there was some consideration of finances, Emma took nine 
months of maternity leave, which meant that several months were at a 
low pay rate. British mothers do not face the same pressures to be finan-
cial providers as British fathers do.4 Paige, a thirty- two- year- old research 
associate, seemed to have a bit more discussion with her husband but 
still directed the conversation:

He was very sort of amenable. We just sort of sat down, talked about it 
and just, because I suppose if I didn’t feel ready then it was probably go-
ing to cause more arguments in the long run anyway, so, yeah, he didn’t 
have any issues with it. He agreed sort of on the timing of it. And I think 
financially it was okay as well.

Paige took seven months of maternity leave in order to balance time 
with her newborn and still be able to return to work in order to carry 
on with her research agenda. Chloe, a thirty- three- year- old mother of 
one, explained how she and her husband came to the decision that she 
would take the full twelve months of maternity leave:

We sort of felt that we’d probably be able to cope with doing the twelve 
months because we are deemed as, in our NCT group, as the readers and 
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we had read that the more time off that the mother can take to be with 
the child then the better, so that’s what kind of instigated us to say, yes, 
let’s go for the year.

The NCT is the National Childbirth Trust, a charity that supports par-
ents through pregnancy, childbirth, and early parenthood, not only by 
distributing information but also by creating local networks, which oten 
continue meeting ater childbirth as mothers’ groups. While this couple 
is highly educated, earn similar incomes, and strive to share parenting, 
they thought it would be best if the mother stayed home for a year while 
the father took off three weeks.

Mothers generally take more leave than fathers even when they make 
more money. This suggests that gendered ideals are strongly influential 
in maternity and paternity leave decisions. Lauren, a thirty- one- year- 
old mother of two, provides a good example of how gender can trump 
money. She recalls sticking to the original plan for her to take twelve 
months’ maternity and her partner to take two weeks’ paternity:

I said, yep, I’ll definitely be having twelve months off, unless something 
changes. And then my husband’s job was reduced from full- time to three 
days a week. They went onto short time working because they were run-
ning out of work, and it was when all the building work started to dry up. 
Because that was drying up there was no electric work. But it was very 
lucky. My parents had a lot of work that they wanted doing so my dad 
paid him to do that and cash in hand so we were very, you know . . . We 
have been very fortunate.

As a senior advisor in her HR department, Lauren made more money 
than her husband before his hours were reduced and yet she continued 
her maternity leave for the full year even when her husband experienced 
problems at work and could have been available to care for their new-
born and older child. It is unclear how they came to this decision given 
his involvement when on leave as an “active nappy changer” and more 
recently as the parent who routinely drops and picks up the children 
at nursery and school, fixes them food, bathes them, and engages in 
other household routines. In these cases, mothers’ employment had little 
influence on fathers’ leave decisions.5
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Many of the fathers agreed that the decision was largely, or ultimately, 
let up to their partners, confirming the maternalistic orientation of the 
policy.6 When asked how he and his partner decided how much leave 
she would take, Ishan, a thirty- four- year- old programming administra-
tor and father of one, said:

I think it’s a case of how long she wanted to take and what we could af-
ford. And we kind of worked it all out and everything that we needed to 
and the practicalities of it. And I think she was quite pleased to have a 
year out. I mean, I wouldn’t say she was naïve about what it would entail, 
but there was kind of like a thought that it was going to be nice being 
away from work for a year and everything like that, almost like it would 
be a holiday. I’m probably selling her a bit short there, you know, not 
quite to that extreme, but I do think there was an element of that there. 
And yeah, I’ll be honest. I thought that as well.

Ishan’s wife took the full year of maternity leave, and his initial statement 
indicates that he felt this decision was up to her as long as they could 
afford it. Indeed, Ishan initially took a fairly casual view of maternity 
leave, as he agreed with his wife’s expectation that it would be like “a 
holiday.” While he did not maintain this attitude once his daughter was 
born, it does signal that he accepted the idea of his wife taking a year off 
work, much of it at low or no pay, while he only took three weeks, con-
sistent with British patterns of gendered divisions of work and family.7

Mothers as Gatekeepers

In addition to taking a leading role in decisions concerning the length of 
maternity leave, women oten have great influence on how much leave 
their partners take, even when the options for paternity leave are much 
more limited than those for maternity leave. Paige, the British research 
associate who took seven months of maternity leave, recalled asking her 
husband to take the second week of paternity leave:

Well, I think it was a case of I was sort of saying, yes, please take them, 
and he was like, oh, well, I’m not sure whether I should, and I was like . . . 
Because I think what we, what he possibly wanted to do was to take the 
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first week immediately and then take the second week somewhere later 
on, which his work was flexible with, but I was sort of advocating for him 
to take them both together just because I thought, both selfishly for me, 
it was better for me to have him there at the beginning when we’re still 
adjusting at that time.

Paige’s husband contemplated saving his second week of paternity leave 
for a later time when their child would be more developed and poten-
tially more interactive, but she talked him into taking the two weeks 
together at the very beginning. Paige explained that they have no family 
nearby and framed her pressure on her husband in terms of her own 
needs. Another British mother, Sita, a twenty- nine- year- old administra-
tive assistant, relayed how her husband changed his mind about taking 
paternity leave:

He wasn’t going to [take paternity leave] initially but then he was like, 
no because then we did get to the house and everything and it was just, 
everything was new, and it was near Christmas time and everything, so 
he goes . . . Because if it snowed and the child within a few days would 
have to go to certain appointments and everything, you have to take them 
down, and because I had obviously just given birth, he goes, we don’t 
know, and I’d had stitches and everything, he goes, no, no, I better take 
them off. It would just be a bit helpful with getting the child to and from 
the hospital or wherever.

Ater these considerations, Sita’s husband took two weeks of paternity 
leave while Sita took the full year. These examples demonstrate the role 
of mothers as gatekeepers, which refers to instances in which mothers mon-
itor and control how involved fathers are with their children. They also 
show that paternity leave is oten seen not solely about fathers spending 
time with newborn children but also about helping mothers, so they 
can take on the traditionally maternal task of caring for children.8 As 
gendered ideology seems to contribute to gendered differences in leave 
taking, leave and work decisions may also reinforce gendered ideol-
ogy. The idea of mothers as “natural” experts is further strengthened 
when mothers stay home longer than fathers and plan to return to work 
part- time.9
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Primacy of Breastfeeding and Mothers as Nurturers

Many fathers talked about their partners and the birth process as mirac-
ulous, and oten saw themselves on the periphery of this incredible 
event. American father Iker described the following:

[I want to] be the supporting role for my wife who’s just kinda gone 
through this amazing experience that is really kind of indescribable, I 
mean you can’t, you know, can’t really put it into words how special it is, 
you know, just to see your wife go through that, the amount of pain and 
emotion that’s all kind of involved with the birth process, so just trying 
to be a supporting role.

It is almost as if fathers like Iker feel the need to stand back in awe of 
the event. The consequence of this thinking is that it continues to affect 
how men see their partners and themselves. Supporting mothers’ pri-
mary role as nurturer, many fathers talked about the importance of 
breastfeeding:

As the father, it was a little different because that time with his mother— 
the whole nursing and just the nurturing aspect of being a mother, they 
spent a lot of time. So I was trying to be supportive and take him when 
I could and make dinner and clean the house and do all the little things I 
could while she recovered physically and also nursed and kind of took 
care of the health of the baby.
— Iker, age 30, 5 days of leave

Of course, you know, she would be the main caretaker because the baby 
had to be nourished and all that stuff. I was working more on the other 
stuff like cleaning up the bottles, arranging stuff, and occasionally you 
know, taking care of the baby when she needed rest. But you know, they 
need to be breastfed so oten mostly it was my wife taking care of her.
— Dai, age 37, 3 days of leave

Both Iker and Dai, who took five days and three days of leave, respec-
tively, distinguish the roles of mother and father. Iker suggests he has a 
different role because he is the father while his wife as mother will take 
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care of the baby. Dai suggests that it is a given that his wife would be 
the main caretaker for their child. They both help their wives by doing 
other tasks around the house, but they also make a strong connection 
between breastfeeding and caring for the baby as though breastfeed-
ing means the mother will engage in all other forms of caring for their 
child. Likewise, Finn, a forty- seven- year- old father, says that things 
“just fell into place.” While he helped by changing diapers, he says: “You 
know, mom had to feed him and take care of him because she breastfed 
him.” While I concede the point that children who are breastfed need 
to be fed by their mothers (though there is also pumping and bottles), 
there is no reason that the person who breastfeeds automatically should 
be the one to be the primary caregiver. Oten, this is used as an excuse.

British father Omar shared: “All my babies were breastfed so when I 
used to hold them and they were really small they used to cry an awful lot 
because they tend to sense mom because of the breast milk scent or what-
ever so yeah, it was just kind of helping change nappies, passing them 
over to mom, giving her a little bit of a rest, doing the odd bit of house-
work and stuff.” Henry, another British father, explains: “being a man, I am 
unable to breastfeed so when he cries in the night it is her job and there’s 
not much, we could give him a bottle but a lot of his reason for wanting to 
feed at night is for comfort so a bottle is very much second best. It’s also 
time I think for my wife to bond more with the baby.” The suggestion is 
that he could not comfort his son. While breastfeeding is certainly com-
forting, there are other forms of touch and comfort that fathers can pro-
vide as well as mothers. In the end, an emphasis on breastfeeding bolsters 
the idea that maternity leave is more important than paternity leave.10

Fathers also emphasized maternal bonding when talking about differ-
ences in maternity and paternity leave. British father Connor, who took 
two weeks of leave, talked about wanting more time off but not at the 
expense of his wife and her need to bond with their child:

I’d always have preferred more. But it’s a question of how much more 
because I think you have to have a . . . there has to be some time when 
you have a cut off, you know, the mother and child have to have more of a 
bonding process, I think, than necessarily the father and child because of 
what they’ve gone through for the previous nine months, you know, there 
has to be that. So I don’t necessarily see the paternity/maternity leave 



120 | Fathers as Partners, Not Helpers

should be at the same level. I think another week or two would have been 
absolutely, would have been fantastic. But then you get to a point where I 
don’t know, there’s not much you can necessarily do, if that makes sense.

Connor explicitly says that paternity leave does not need to be the same 
length as maternity leave. Ishan, the programming administrator who 
took three weeks to his wife’s twelve months, recounted: “I thought 
[my wife] was going to have another eleven to twelve months of this on 
her own so she needs to kind of just work it out and get on with it . . . 
There’s nothing I could do, but I also knew that [she]’s got to get on with 
things and learn how to work things out.” As sociologist Michelle Brady 
and colleagues note, fathers who emphasize a “physiology- focused” 
discourse tend to see themselves at a disadvantage in early bonding in 
comparison to mothers.11 When fathers think mothers are more natu-
rally suited to caring for infants, they are less likely to take parental leave 
or, when they do, to take shorter leave.12 On the other hand, fathers who 
have a more egalitarian outlook, including beliefs in equal parenting, 
take longer leaves, and men respond to their partner taking shorter leave 
by taking more leave.13

Fathers as Helpers

Many British and American parents explicitly showed gendered expec-
tations when they talked about maternity versus paternity leave. Fathers 
oten thought they were less prepared or less able to engage in early 
bonding compared to mothers.14 The sense that mothers were “natural” 
experts or that maternal bonding was more important than pater-
nal bonding oten meant that fathers saw their decisions to take less 
leave while their wife took more leave as being supportive partners.15 
Mothers, too, felt some resistance to increasing paternity leave if it 
would result in less maternity leave.16 In this sense, both mothers and 
fathers “fell back” into gendered roles that emphasized the naturalness 
or ease of caring for mothers and earning for fathers.17 Dominic, an 
American father who took five days of leave, labels himself as the helper:

When I was home it was, it was the first week. So a lot of it was being, doing 
the— it wasn’t so much divided, it was more of me being the helper where 
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[my wife] was mostly in bed and so I was just getting what she would need 
or even get [the baby] out of the bassinet and carry her to [my wife]. So just 
trying to make it as easy as possible with her during that time.

Levi, an American father who took only three days of leave, echoed this 
idea: “It was more of what she needs in the supportive role. If she needed 
a nap break . . . I’ll be quiet and take care of the rest of the house. I’ll be 
her supporting role wherever she needed.” Iker, an American father who 
took one week of leave, told me that he felt “kind of helpless” because 
“the child’s so dependent on the mother and just the physical nature of 
being a mother and giving birth.” As such he viewed himself as taking 
on a “supporting role” in which he would do other household tasks and 
fill in the gaps where it was needed.

Finn, an American father who took two weeks, wished he had taken 
more time off. He talked about the benefits of being home: “Mom 
doesn’t feel as overwhelmed. She feels like she’s got a backup. I think 
that’s big. My wife oten says I don’t think I could do all this without 
you. So that’s a nice compliment. I feel like I’m doing the right thing.” He 
feels good about doing the right thing— being backup for his wife— but 
this ultimately places the bulk of caregiving on his wife. Being a good 
father may also be framed as supporting the mother’s leave as much as 
possible.18 Interestingly, Gael, an American father who took off several 
weeks when his baby had some health issues, looked into the policy at 
his workplace because of his need for extra leave. He expressed surprise 
at what he found:

It was my impression that both the male and the female got six weeks of 
paid parental leave, and I— I was wrong. I found out through the process 
from my HR department that while the mom does get six weeks of paid 
maternity leave, the father only gets two weeks of paid paternity leave. 
The idea is that . . . that’s what they need as medically necessary. It has 
nothing to do with the baby apparently. My two weeks are to take care of 
my wife . . . so I found it really interesting that it had nothing to do with 
the baby.

Gael had assumed that parental leave was equal for men and women 
because he thought the purpose of leave was to care for a new baby. That 
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turned out not to be the case and even more surprisingly, his two weeks 
of leave was to care for his wife and not explicitly their baby.

The idea that fathers are helpers or secondary parents also arose when 
mothers talked about fathers returning to work ater paternity leave. 
In the case of Amy, a British development manager who took twelve 
months of maternity leave, there was a sense that her husband was in 
the way. When asked about the possibility of her husband taking more 
leave, Amy responded: “Well, he probably would have taken all of his 
annual leave, but I didn’t particularly feel the need to have him around. 
And the baby wouldn’t settle with him anyway.” While Amy’s tone was 
a bit more dismissive than others, the idea that a father’s return to work 
was welcome was more common than expected. Lauren, a British HR 
manager, confessed: “I think by the end of the two weeks I was ready 
for him to go back to work because he was just . . . I guess you’re trying 
to find your feet in a routine with a new baby.” These attitudes are con-
sistent with mothers’ resistance to increasing paternity leave if it means 
decreasing maternity leave.19 Tex, an American oil worker, relayed this: 
“She’s used to me being gone all the time and used to doing stuff by her-
self, so it was really up to her. Probably about the fourth or fith day, I 
asked her: ‘do you want me to stay here? Or what do you need?’ and like 
probably about six days in, she was like: ‘you can go back to work,’ so, 
yeah.” Men’s decisions about returning to work oten included reference 
to their partners. American father Elias relates: “I wanted enough time 
to be here to support my wife— to make sure she was feeling good before 
I went back to work. I didn’t want to go back before she wasn’t feeling 
in a good schedule, in a good routine with the baby.” In all these cases, 
fathers act as helpers to ensure their partners— the mothers— are ready 
to take care of their babies on their own because the assumption is that 
fathers go back to work while mothers stay home and not vice versa.

Fathers Taking Leave, Fathers as (Equal) Parents

Prominent sociologist and gender scholar Barbara Risman posed the 
question of whether men can “mother” back in 1986. In her study of 
single fathers, Risman found that “mothering” is not limited to females. 
Instead, men without wives were able to respond to the situational 
demands of being single fathers and in fact responded with “strategies 
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stereotypically considered feminine.”20 Risman also compared single 
fathers to single mothers and married parents and found that single 
fathers’ parenting behavior is more similar to mothers than to mar-
ried fathers.21 An important point is that the structure of the situation 
matters. Even fathers who have not chosen to parent alone but find 
themselves in that situation become capable parents. Other research 
suggests that individuals learn how to parent “on the job.”22 Since Ris-
man’s classic study, other researchers have found that single fathers and 
stay- at- home fathers— those who engage in primary caregiving— are 
completely capable of responsible parenting.

Noted Canadian scholar Andrea Doucet returns to Risman’s question 
in her book, Do Men Mother?23 While her answer is not a definitive yes 
(she comes down somewhere in the middle, between difference femi-
nism and equality feminism), she does find evidence that stay- at- home 
fathers are highly competent parents and that spending more time at 
home and in child- centered communities encourages fathers to cross 
borders and challenge gender binaries. Doucet also acknowledges that 
fathers need not be exactly like mothers to be good parents and caregiv-
ers. But time spent in direct and sole caregiving is crucial for developing 
parental skills.24 Stay- at- home dads have similarly high levels of parental 
self- efficacy compared to mothers. Perhaps this partially explains the 
relatively high levels of relationship and life satisfaction among stay- at- 
home fathers relative to other men.25

A study using the American Time Use Survey found that single fa-
thers spend similar amounts of time in primary caregiving and being 
accessible when their youngest child is six to fourteen years old as single 
mothers and married mothers (though less time when their youngest 
child is under six, but still more time than married fathers).26 My previ-
ous research on single fathers in Superdads along with Roberta Coles’ 
book, The Best Kept Secret, on single black fathers, show numerous ex-
amples of single fathers consciously choosing to take on a more active 
role and putting in the time to parent the best way they can.27

Sociologist Erin Rehel looks more specifically at fathers on paternity 
or parental leave in Chicago, Toronto, and Montreal. She finds: “The 
availability of an extended period of parental leave allows fathers the 
opportunity to gain a sense of the ‘concerns’ of parenting, many of which 
are invisible and therefore might go unnoticed by a father who is back at 
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work . . . By sharing more than just tasks, partners become more equal 
co- parents than when one partner manages and delegates child care and 
related domestic labor.”28 Similar to Risman, Rehel argues that structure 
is important. Men need to be free of workplace responsibilities in the 
same way that women on maternity leave are. This is unlikely to happen 
in a one to two- week period. Rather, more extended leave time allows 
fathers to gain hands- on experience, which “challenges the perceived 
naturalness of women’s superior parenting capabilities” and enables men 
“to move from the helper role to that of co- parent.”29 This theme comes 
up over and over again in varied country case studies of fathers on leave 
alone.30

Daniel, a thirty- three- year- old British father, illustrates the benefits 
of fathers taking long leaves. He used the British Additional Paternity 
Leave policy to take three months of leave with his son ater his wife 
returned to work. Daniel relays the following:

I think, with hindsight, I think I’m very glad I did it. I think it really, had 
I not ever taken some time by myself with [my son] I think we would 
have had a very different relationship in the family than we do. I think 
both in terms of how happy we both are to do stuff, we have a very even 
distribution of parenting, but also [our son is] equally happy with either 
of us and I’ve seen other families where it’s always been the mom and 
dad are very differently defined roles and if I know [my wife is] trying to 
arrange a night out in a few weeks with some of her friends, and some 
of the moms who their kids are eighteen months old and they’re saying, 
well, I don’t think I can really leave them with my husband for longer 
than a few hours because he’s still not that, you know, he’s never looked 
ater them, and we don’t have that kind of thing which I think is definitely 
a good thing, and also I get on really well with [my son]. I think I have a 
relationship with him that I wouldn’t have had otherwise.

Daniel is clear that taking a long leave and spending time at home alone 
with his son changed their relationship in a very positive way. He feels 
more confident about his caregiving skills and is more in tune with his 
son’s needs. He pities other families in which fathers are not capable of 
looking ater their children because they simply have not had the expe-
rience. Most of all, he is proud that his son is “equally happy” with him 



Fathers as Partners, Not Helpers | 125

and his wife. Daniel’s story can be contrasted with that of James, who 
took the typical two weeks allotted to British fathers. James shows signs 
of regret regarding his decision: “now I find it really difficult in coming 
home and [my daughter] reacts differently to my wife than she does to 
me. . . . But that’s only really been a thought since she’s been born and 
she reacts slightly differently to me than she does to my wife. But that’s 
because my wife’s at home with her all day. She’s the one that has that 
time with her.” James is not alone. Other fathers regret not taking more 
time off, not being there for certain moments in their child’s life, and not 
spending enough time in general. Expectations for fathers have changed, 
and most men do want to be more involved, so when they are not, they 
are more attentive to the differences in how they relate to their children, 
as is the case with James. But there are signs of progress and men like 
Daniel show that fathers can be equal parents.

This is even more apparent in the Swedish case, where many par-
ents describe sharing parental leave as “self- evident.” When asked about 
sharing leave equally, Astrid says: “this is how you do it” while Tom 
claims: “it’s only oddballs and old- fashioned people who do not take 
daddy leave.” Fathers emphasize the importance of spending time with 
their child, developing a strong relationship, and becoming a parent. 
For example, Danjel, a thirty- six- year- old shop assistant, says: “I learned 
to be a parent then, because I was fully responsible. You can be a pro-
vider without staying home with your child, but it’s difficult to be a par-
ent.” Johan, an engineer, elaborates: “it’s one thing to know and get it 
explained for you what a full day looks like, to experience it yourself.” In 
other words, parenting is something you learn by doing, starting with 
parental leave. This ideology and the policies that make this possible are 
the focus of chapter 6.

Conclusion

There are some common experiences that mothers and fathers have 
when they are on leave with young children, and this includes being 
oriented around an infant whose needs must come first, which almost 
always results in a serious lack of sleep. At the same time, many parents 
talk about parental leave as mother- centered. Both fathers and mothers 
leave decisions about parental leave to mothers and oten see maternal 
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bonding as more important than paternal bonding. Naturalized views 
of parenting are encouraged by an emphasis on breastfeeding, which 
is oten used as an excuse for mothers to take on all or most parenting 
tasks. This also feeds into the notion that fathers are mainly helpers and 
their time on leave is important to take care of their partners so that 
their partners can take care of their babies. While these narratives are 
still common, there are examples of fathers taking extended leave and 
making efforts to be equal partners. In these cases, it is clear that fathers 
can be good parents and partners. What lessons can we learn from the 
UK and Sweden? The next two chapters consider the development of 
parental leave policies in these countries and their potential impact on 
gender equality.
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The UK Is Not a Good Model

I think in Britain certainly, not so much in [the public sec-
tor] but certainly in private sector, you hear stories of people 
saying they don’t want to hire women in their twenties into 
that position because she’s going to have a lot of time off. If 
fathers were equally likely to have the time off then it would 
be a case of, what are you going to do.
— Daniel, age 33, British father

Daniel, a married father of one child, seems to be an exception in the 
United Kingdom. He was an early adopter of the new paternity leave 
policy. He and his wife had the same education and training, and held 
similar positions in two different organizations. They worked similar 
hours and had similar career aspirations. And when they talked about 
having a child, they talked about splitting leave and parenting as equally 
as possible. In fact, the introduction of the Additional Paternity Leave 
policy prompted them to move from talking about having a baby to 
actually having a baby. While they initially intended to equally split the 
nine months of leave available to them with at least partial pay, Daniel 
ended up taking three months of paternity leave following his wife’s six 
months of maternity leave. Daniel was adamant that attitudes and policy 
need to change. In his social circle, filled with highly educated men, he 
was still an anomaly for taking so much paternity leave. He shared this: 
“attitudes are not changing, you know, people don’t think, people still 
think it’s unusual for fathers to take significant amounts of time off and 
I think until it’s equally likely that having a kid means either a mother 
or father are going to be away from work that will always disadvantage 
women career- wise.”

When I went to the UK back in 2012 to study its newest parental 
leave policy, Additional Paternity Leave, I went with high expectations. 
I figured it was extremely unlikely that the US was going to adopt the 
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Swedish system of parental leave, but that there might yet be hope of 
adopting the British system. Ater all, we share so much in common— 
language, capitalism, Protestant influence, much music and popular 
culture. Here was a country with similar neoliberal ideology and they 
were saying, with their policy, that it was important to include fathers 
in plans for raising children. Fast forward a few years, and a couple of 
policy changes later, and I no longer really think this way. In fact, I think 
we should avoid the British pathway, and not just because of Brexit. On 
first glance, it looks pretty great for women, especially compared to the 
situation in the US. But there are some serious negative consequences 
of this type of policy.

There is still strong support in the UK for the male- as- full- time- 
breadwinner and female- as- part- time- carer model.1 This is evident 
in the high frequency of full- time/part- time family households in the 
UK.2 Further, British fathers’ work hours are relatively long compared 
to fathers’ hours in other developed countries,3 perhaps due to the pres-
sures on men to work longer hours to compensate for women’s shorter 
hours and provide financially for their families.4 And while it has be-
come more difficult for British families to get by with a single earner,5 
the gendered division of labor persists as British fathers continue to 
work long hours with little increase in household work.6 The UK has 
thus shited to a one- and- a- half earner model, where men generally 
work full- time and women part- time. According to the Office of Na-
tional Statistics, 70.8 percent of British women and 79.9 percent of Brit-
ish men aged sixteen to sixty- four years are employed. UK women have 
among the highest rates of part- time employment, with about 42 percent 
of women working part- time.7 This can be compared to the OECD av-
erage of 25.8 percent.8 One study found that British mothers are eight 
times more likely to work part- time than British women without chil-
dren (the difference between mothers and non- mothers is much higher 
in the UK than in countries such as Finland, Denmark, and France).9 
On the other hand, full- time employment is particularly low, with less 
than 20 percent of British mothers working full- time.10

An astounding 44 percent of British mothers experience work inter-
ruptions for more than four years. Danish sociologist Anders Ejrnæs 
suggests that it is “the low level of paid leave and poor childcare provi-
sion” that “force a high proportion of British mothers to interrupt their 
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employment for a long period and to engage in full- time caring in the 
childrearing years.”11 Perhaps as a result, the motherhood wage penalty, 
while present pretty much everywhere, is particularly heavy in Great 
Britain, both between mothers and fathers and between mothers and 
women without children.12

In this chapter, I review the UK’s parental leave policy, including the 
development of maternity leave, the development of paternity leave, and 
efforts to shit to shared parental leave. I also consider workplace con-
texts and structures that continue to encourage women but not men to 
take leave. These gender distinctions are also reproduced in the gender-
ing of family roles and the ideology that says leave belongs to mothers. 
Finally, I consider the policy limitations of current British parental leave 
policy.

What Is the Policy?

British parental leave policies lagged behind the rest of Europe through 
the 1980s and into the 1990s. Indeed, the UK was at the bottom of a 
list of Western European countries in a classification of father- friendly 
legislation in 1997.13 Before 1999 and the rise of New Labour, maternity 
leave was spotty at best, varying from company to company. Laws did 
not necessarily protect, let alone benefit, pregnant women and mothers. 
Women were commonly made redundant (the British word for fired) 
for becoming pregnant or having children. Throughout the twenti-
eth century, the UK was pretty flagrant about disregarding European 
trends in employment and parental leave policies and even blocked a 
Euro Commission drat directive that would have required a minimum 
standard for parental leave.14 When they did follow directives, the UK 
generally went with the minimum requirements.15 With New Labour 
coming into power in 1997, policies shited to become more focused on 
family needs.16 However, there appear to be long- lasting effects of the 
long period of lengthy maternity leave paired with limited paternity 
leave: “the legacy of a long mother- centred leave has been resilient and 
to some extent has hindered design innovation in the UK.”17 In fact, 
sociologist Karin Wall characterized the UK policy as a “short leave 
part- time mother policy model,” which is on the lower end of European 
leave policy models.18
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Development of Maternity Leave

The UK has the longest maternity leave compared to all other OECD 
countries. It offers a full year. But this statistic is not unproblematic. 
First, the pay is very low. While the first six weeks are paid at 90 per-
cent of earnings uncapped, the following thirty- three weeks are paid at 
90 percent of weekly earnings up to a maximum of £145 per week, and 
the last thirteen weeks are unpaid. According to the OECD, with the 
exception of the US (which has no paid leave), the UK has the lowest 
average payment rate across weeks of paid maternity leave, at around 
30 percent.19 Second, when access to parental leave is combined with 
maternity leave, the UK drops to near the bottom rank of the OECD 
countries (only Mexico, Switzerland, and the US are below the UK with 
no additional parental leave).20 This is because the UK places all its eggs 
in the maternity leave basket, so to speak.

In 1975, the Employment Protection Act was the first legislation to 
include protections for pregnant women and maternity leave. Pregnant 
women could not be fired because of their pregnancy, and some em-
ployed women were also entitled to job- protected maternity leave. This 
included the right to eleven weeks of leave before childbirth and twenty- 
nine weeks ater childbirth. However, it only included eighteen weeks of 
pay, with 90 percent of wages for six weeks and a low flat rate for twelve 
weeks. In addition, only about half of employed women were covered 
since eligibility required two or more years of full- time work or five years 
of part- time work. It wasn’t until 1994 that this was extended to all em-
ployed women, in compliance with a European Commission Directive.21

When Labour was elected in 1997, increasing attention was given to 
maternity leave (as well as to paternity and parental leave). While efforts 
were made to introduce and encourage paternity leave, there was also 
concern about protecting maternity leave. In 1999, paid maternity leave 
was extended from fourteen to eighteen weeks and unpaid parental leave 
of thirteen weeks per parent was introduced. In Labour’s first term, ma-
ternity leave was extended from nine to twelve months, while in the par-
ty’s second term, maternity pay was extended from six to nine months.22

The current policy allows for fity- two weeks of Statutory Maternity 
Leave, with the first twenty- six weeks being Ordinary Maternity Leave 
and the last twenty- six being Additional Maternity Leave. Mothers do 
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not have to take the full fity- two weeks, but they are required to take at 
least two weeks directly ater their child is born (and at least four weeks 
if they work in a factory). While women are allowed to begin their ma-
ternity leave as early as eleven weeks before their due date, maternity 
leave automatically kicks in if a female employee takes off work due to 
a pregnancy- related illness in the four weeks before the due date or if 
she gives birth early. All female employees qualify for Statutory Mater-
nity Leave regardless of their length of employment, hours worked, or 
pay. However, in order to receive Statutory Maternity Pay, female em-
ployees must earn at least £116 per week and have worked continuously 
for their employer for at least six months leading up to the “qualifying 
week,” which is the fiteenth week before the due date. Employees taking 
maternity leave can change their return date but must provide at least 
eight weeks’ notice to their employer. Employment rights, including job 
protection, pay increases, and accrual of holiday, are protected while on 
maternity leave. It is important to note that the UK still uses the term 
“maternity leave.” Marian Baird and Margaret O’Brien note that “leave 
terms are cultural, and increasingly political, markers of policy intent.”23

Development of Paternity Leave

When it comes to paternity leave, the UK is not the worst, but it is below 
average. With two weeks of paid paternity leave and eighteen weeks of 
unpaid parental leave, the UK blends in. However, the short two- week 
period of paid leave has an average payment rate at the bottom of the 
OECD countries with paid paternity leave.24

Social policy scholar Majella Kilkey aptly refers to the role of fathers 
in three phases of work- family policy development: “ambivalence to-
wards fathers” (1998– 1999), “the naming of fathers” (2000– 2002), and 
“new opportunities for fathers” (2003– 2005).25 In 1999, unpaid parental 
leave of thirteen weeks per parent was introduced. While this policy was 
gender- neutral, it is oten suggested that this policy reflected ambivalence 
towards fathers since there was not specific mention of paternity leave.26 
Fathers were explicitly written into policy with the introduction of paid 
statutory paternity leave in 2001. This type of leave, called Ordinary Pa-
ternity Leave (OPL), allowed fathers to take up to two weeks of leave paid 
at a flat rate. The leave could not start before the birth of the child, had to 
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be taken at one time, and had to be taken within eight weeks of the birth. 
While fathers were explicitly named, expectations remained low and 
uneven. During this period, paid maternity leave was further extended 
from eighteen to twenty- six weeks and then from twenty- six to fity- two 
weeks. By 2003, fathers’ leave rights were only a fraction of mothers’ leave 
rights, at fiteen weeks for fathers (combining two weeks of paternity and 
thirteen weeks of parental) and sixty- five weeks for mothers (combin-
ing fity- two weeks of maternity and thirteen weeks of parental).27 Mary 
Daly, a prominent sociologist writing on gender and the welfare state, 
asserts that the New Labour family policies that extended maternity 
leave and introduced paternity leave, while appearing to make substan-
tial changes, also continued more conservative ideologies that emphasize 
a maternalist orientation, with family (read: mother) as the main care 
provider.28 These policies were in alignment with the strong emphasis on 
the male breadwinner model in the UK29 and did little to challenge the 
assumption of mothers as primary caregivers.30 Indeed, at this point, ma-
ternity leave in the UK was well ahead of other European countries while 
paternity leave continued to lag behind,31 falling in the bottom half of 
Ray, Gornick, and Schmitt’s index of gender equality in parental leave.32

The current paternity leave policy in the UK offers one or two weeks 
of paid leave for fathers and partners for childbirth, adoption, or sur-
rogacy of a child. While this is a very limited time, the policy requires 
fathers to use the leave all at once. Paternity leave cannot start before the 
birth and must be taken within fity- six days of the birth. There is provi-
sion for time off for two prenatal or adoption appointments. Employees 
must notify their employers of their desire to take leave at least fiteen 
weeks before the baby’s due date, known as the “qualifying week.” At this 
time, employees need to provide information on the due date, whether 
they want one or two weeks of leave, and when they want to start their 
leave (this can be a general time frame, such as the day of the birth). In 
order to be eligible for paternity leave, employees have to have worked 
for the same employer for at least twenty- six weeks by the qualifying 
week. In addition to the required period of work, employees must be 
employed up to the birth date and earn a minimum of £116 per week in 
order to be eligible for paternity pay. Paternity pay is the same as mater-
nity pay (following the six- week high- pay period), which is the lower of 
£145 or 90 percent of average weekly earnings. As with maternity leave, 
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there are employment protections for returning to work, pay raises, and 
holiday time. Employment law expert Jamie Atkinson asserts that “there 
is a clear disparity between the ideal of the ‘involved’ or ‘caring’ father 
and the policies that have been presented to fathers.”33

Efforts to Shift to Shared Parental Leave

British policy objectives have shited over time. Initial parental leave 
policies aimed to increase women’s labor force participation and reduce 
the number of children in poverty. As early as 2005, New Labour dis-
cussed plans to offer transferable leave, allowing mothers to transfer 
some portion of their maternity leave to their partners.34 In 2011, Addi-
tional Paternity Leave (APL) went into effect. This leave ranged between 
two and twenty- six weeks above OPL. There were some notable restric-
tions with this policy. First, the leave could not start until twenty weeks 
ater the birth or adoption. Second, fathers were only eligible for this 
policy based on unused maternity leave, which meant that the mother 
must have been eligible for maternity leave and then must have returned 
to work before the father could take leave. Both OPL and APL were paid 
at the statutory weekly rate, which was £138.18 per week until April 2015, 
or 90 percent of average weekly earnings (whichever was lower), the 
same as statutory maternity pay. At the end of the Statutory Maternity 
Pay period, APL was unpaid.

Peter Moss and Fred Deven, founding coordinators of the Interna-
tional Network on Leave Policies & Research, argue that this policy was 
“problematic, inscribed as it [was] with maternalist assumptions that 
make access to leave by fathers dependent on mothers transferring their 
entitlement.”35 They further suggest that long maternity leave of twelve 
months in the case of the UK is “hard to justify in terms of maternal and 
infant health.” Two years into APL, the Trades Union Congress (TUC) 
reported that while an overwhelming majority (91 percent) of new fathers 
took some time off work following the birth of a child, less than one- 
third (29 percent) took more than two weeks at home, and, in fact, less 
than 1 percent of eligible fathers took APL in its first year.36 One study 
of doctors found that only 3 percent used this leave.37 Less than half of 
a percent of workplaces reported an employee taking the full twenty- six 
weeks of APL.38
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Ater a 2009 report from the Equality and Human Rights Commis-
sion, there was support to reduce maternity leave from fity- two weeks 
to eighteen weeks and in turn provide each parent with four weeks of 
paid non- transferable leave (similar to Nordic “daddy quotas”) and an 
additional thirty weeks of parental leave that could be used by either 
parent (seventeen weeks of which would be paid with the remaining 
thirteen weeks unpaid, as in the current system). However, there was 
much resistance to the reduction in maternity leave, particularly among 
mothers’ groups.39 Paired with concerns about the recession, the Con-
servative party vowed to protect maternity leave and introduce flexible 
parental leave. This took the form of the Children and Families Bill in 
2013 and became known as Shared Parental Leave.

The current system of Shared Parental Leave (SPL) went into effect 
in 2015, replacing Additional Paternity Leave, which had only been in 
effect for four years. Under this policy, maternity leave (fity- two weeks) 
and paternity leave (one to two weeks) remain in place, but couples can 
share leave ater two weeks if the mother transfers some of her ma-
ternity leave to her partner. To begin SPL, the mother must end her 
maternity leave and either return to work or give her employer “binding 
notice” that she will end her leave on a particular date. At that point, 
either parent can take the remaining leave, calculated as fity- two weeks 
minus the number of weeks of maternity leave already taken (e.g., if 
the mother has taken twelve weeks of maternity leave, there are forty 
weeks of parental leave remaining). Statutory Shared Parental Pay is the 
same rate as maternity pay (except during the first six weeks, which are 
paid at 90 percent of earnings with no maximum) and paternity pay, 
which is the lower amount of either 90 percent of earnings or £145 per 
week. As with maternity pay, there is a maximum of thirty- nine weeks 
of shared parental pay (e.g., in the example above, where the mother 
took twelve weeks of maternity leave and there are forty weeks of pa-
rental leave let, there would be twenty- seven weeks of shared parental 
pay and thirteen weeks unpaid). Shared parental leave can be taken in 
up to three separate blocks (rather than all at once) and can be shared 
if both parents are eligible. And here’s the catch: The mother must be 
eligible for maternity pay or leave, adoption pay or leave, or maternity al-
lowance. This means that men who do not have female partners who are 
employed and eligible for maternity leave cannot use this parental leave. 
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In addition, the mother has to have been working continuously for the 
same employer for twenty- six weeks or more by the “qualifying week” 
(the fiteenth week before the due date) and must be employed by that 
same employer while on leave. The father/partner must also have been 
employed for at least twenty- six weeks and must have earned at least 
£390 per week in thirteen of the sixty- six weeks before the baby’s due 
date. Employees who want to use shared parental leave need to submit 
detailed plans to their employer and can only make changes if they give 
at least eight weeks’ notice.

Shared parental leave also differs from maternity leave in two im-
portant ways. First, as noted above, eligibility criteria include continu-
ous employment for twenty- six weeks before the qualifying week, which 
in fact adds up to approximately forty- one weeks before the due date. 
Maternity leave does not require a set length of employment, though 
eligibility is similar for maternity pay.40 Second, there is a large differ-
ence in pay between the first six weeks of maternity leave (90 percent of 
earnings with no maximum) and statutory pay received during SPL (the 
lower amount of 90 percent or £145 per week).

The UK- based Fatherhood Institute was critical of the Children and 
Families Bill because it did not in fact provide fathers with their own in-
dividual eligibility to take parental leave. Rather it still requires first that 
the mother/partner be eligible for maternity leave and second that she 
is willing to share the leave with the father.41 In fact, the TUC estimated 
that 40 percent of new fathers would not be eligible for SPL.42

Sociologist Tina Miller asserts that a major problem with parental 
leave policy developments in the UK is policy makers’ lack of attention 
to “the historical legacy of family arrangements.” In other words, it is not 
enough to simply say that parents are equal and can share leave when 
mothers have historically been seen and treated as the primary caregiv-
ers. Because of this, “the apparently gender- neutral term ‘parent’ is still 
too oten taken as shorthand for ‘mother.’”43 Shared parental leave is in 
fact tied to maternity leave as mothers must be eligible for maternity 
leave or maternity allowance and men’s intention to take shared parental 
leave must include an explicit notice that their partners will return to 
work, thus indicating the mother’s active consent.44 This clearly demon-
strates that the government still views mothers as primary and fathers 
as secondary parents. Atkinson argues that the SPL policy is in violation 
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of EU law: “Member States cannot restrict the access of one parent to 
parental leave because of the employment status (or lack of employment 
status) of the spouse or partner of that person, which is exactly what the 
SPL scheme does in the UK.”45 Granted, Brexit means that the UK may 
choose not to follow EU directives, and some might think this was part 
of the reason for leaving the EU.

SPL does not encourage gender equality because it still relies on the 
primacy of motherhood. While the UK considered reserving leave for 
fathers, these plans were abandoned ater considering potential costs 
to employers. Atkinson argues: “The government’s retreat highlights 
the ambivalence that is at the heart of SPL: whilst it argues that parents 
should share childcare more equally, it remains unwilling to challenge 
the male breadwinner/female carer model by shortening maternity leave 
or by failing to make other policy changes.”46 Atkinson asserts that SPL 
is in breach of EU law because men can be refused access to parental 
leave and may be paid at different rates. To illustrate, Atkinson reviews a 
Greek case that went before the Court of Justice of the European Union 
(CJEU). In Konstantinos Maistrellis v. Ypourgos Dikaiosynsis (known as 
Maistrellis), a male judge was refused parental leave because his wife 
was not employed. Under the EU Directive, all parents must be given 
an individual right to three months (or more) of parental leave. This is 
intended for caregiving and as such the court reasoned that “the situa-
tion of a male employee parent and that of a female employee parent are 
comparable as regards the bringing up of children.”47 The court found 
the Greek law discriminated against the judge and was in breach of the 
EU parental leave directive. By extension, since SPL relies on mothers’ 
employment, access is restricted for fathers or partners of birth mothers.

The only gender- neutral parental leave policy available to British par-
ents is unpaid. Eligible employees may take up to eighteen weeks of un-
paid parental leave for each child, up to their eighteenth birthday. This 
leave is available for the broad category of child welfare and includes 
spending time with children, making new childcare arrangements, and 
looking at new schools. Eligible employees can take a maximum of four 
weeks per child per year, unless granted an exception by their employer. 
In order to be eligible, employees must work for a company for at least 
one year and must be named on the child’s birth or adoption certificate 
(or have parental responsibility). This is not available for those who are 
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self- employed or in the “worker” category (agency workers, contractors, 
etc.) or who are foster parents. As with maternity, paternity, and parental 
leave, there is protection for employment rights, such as holidays and 
returning to one’s job, during leave. Nevertheless, it is unpaid leave, and 
the additional eighteen weeks of unpaid parental leave is rarely used.48

Who Uses Parental Leave?

Based on the Maternity and Paternity Rights and Women Returners 
Survey conducted in the late 2000s, British women take an average of 
thirty- nine weeks of maternity leave, which is the full length of paid 
maternity leave (six weeks at 90 percent, thirty- three weeks at a flat 
rate). About 45 percent of mothers use some or all of the unpaid mater-
nity leave period from forty to fity- two weeks. Not surprisingly, these 
women tend to be employed full- time and have higher earnings than 
those who take fewer than forty weeks.49

While almost all British fathers take some leave around the birth of 
their child, less than 10 percent take more than the allotted two weeks 
of statutory paternity leave.50 About half use statutory paternity leave 
only, one- quarter use statutory leave and other paid leave, 18 percent 
only use other paid leave, and only 5 percent use unpaid leave.51 Other 
paid leave is generally holiday (vacation) or personal time. Some em-
ployers top up (provide replacement salary) but generally not for more 
than two weeks.

While “new father” ideologies were becoming increasingly popular 
at the turn of the twenty- first century, British men still showed a prefer-
ence for being full- time breadwinners and part- time fathers.52 While 
parental leave was available starting in 1999 and there was a cultural 
shit, most notably in popular publications, toward increased father in-
volvement, few British fathers made use of their parental leave entitle-
ment.53 Sociologist Esther Dermott, in her study of new fatherhood and 
parental leave, classified British men’s preferences into three types. The 
first type, called “parental leavers,” were men who wanted to take longer 
leave and share parental leave with their partners. The second type, “pa-
ternity leavers,” were those who were content with taking a short pater-
nity leave. The third type were “no leavers,” who did not see the need for 
leave as they identified more with work and saw childcare as the domain 
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of mothers.54 In later work, Dermott suggests that men may think about 
time commitments for being a “good parent” and a “good worker” in 
different ways and that involved fathering may not match up with more 
time with children in the way that it does for motherhood. Dermott 
further argues that “the role of the ‘good mother’ [is] defined similarly 
to ‘good worker’, where time equals commitment. The same association 
may not apply to men.”55 Sociologist Stephen Williams confirms that 
the breadwinner role has continued to occupy a central place in British 
men’s understanding of themselves as fathers, even as fathers become 
more reflexive, contrasting their own ideas about fathering from those 
of their fathers.56

Workplace Context

British employers generally reinforce the idea that women are supposed 
to take long maternity leaves while men are supposed to take only brief 
leaves, providing more evidence that work organizations mediate the 
effectiveness of parental leave policies.57 Employers clearly know and 
follow maternity leave policy, which makes the maternity leave pro-
cess fairly straightforward for female employees. For example, Paige, a 
research associate who took seven months’ maternity leave, described 
the process as easy and flexible:

My experience of the filling out forms and expectancy about when you’re 
going to return to work and everything, you know, has been quite easy 
compared to what I thought it would be and I mean, there’s always the 
flexibility that if you decide, say I’m going to take six months, as long 
as you give them notice at least you know it’s not set in stone. You can 
change it, or you can come back earlier if you want or you can sort of 
extend it, which I think is quite nice because you just necessarily don’t 
know how long you want to take.

Holly, a thirty- four- year- old administrator who took nine months of 
maternity leave, also conveyed the ease and flexibility in the process:

R: Yeah, had to go over and see HR to, just because, the maternity 
policy thing, had to go through that, so I went over and chatted to 
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one of the girls over there, but that was quite straight forward. It was 
just explaining what happens and what processes.

I:  So no issues with you wanting to do the nine months?
R: No. Well, they don’t actually ask you. They just ask if you’re going 

to return and then they assume that you’re taking the year off un-
less you tell them otherwise when you’re on the maternity leave so 
I didn’t have to say, I’m taking this time off, I should be back here 
this date. It’s much more sort of fluid than that. They sort of assume 
you’re taking the fity- two weeks until you give them eight weeks’ 
notice of your return.

These examples make it evident that employers start with the assump-
tion that female employees will take the full year but that they may 
change their minds.

While the process is also fairly straightforward for men, employers 
sometimes set conditions on the flexibility they provide their male em-
ployees. When I talked to British fathers, many talked about the poten-
tial for workplace resistance, and this appeared to be a factor in their 
decision to take shorter leave. Omar, a thirty- two- year- old planning 
officer who took two weeks’ leave, noted the standard practice at his 
workplace: “They ask you whether you want one week or two weeks. 
And they kind of ask you when the, if your child’s not been born but 
when you’d like to take it. Would you like to take it immediately as soon 
as the child’s born or would you like to take it a certain time period ater 
the birth.” When asked if he had ever considered taking longer than two 
weeks, he responded: “Not really, no, because I think . . . Wherever I’ve 
worked they’ve been quite good about it, two weeks, but then I could see 
if I tagged on some annual leave on the back of it so maybe a month or 
three weeks, yeah, I don’t think anyone explicitly said it, but I think there 
might be some resistance to that.” Even the possibility that his workplace 
would not be fully supportive seems to have been a deterrent. James, 
a twenty- six- year- old human resources administrator who took two 
weeks, explained the conditions of his flexibility:

I let on the day, the day she went into labor so they were very flexible 
in saying, just keep coming in every day until you need to be off so I let 
every day knowing that I’d done all my work in that sense. She said as 
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long as you can go at the end of every day knowing you’ve kind of passed 
everything on that you need to, it’s fine. You can go when you need to, 
which was good.

British employers have come to expect and plan for female employees 
taking a year of leave while they ask male employees to make sure every-
thing is in order before leaving for two weeks.58 This is also reflected 
in the attitude that from a work absence perspective, paternity leave is 
practically equivalent to a holiday. Henry, a forty- one- year- old research 
scientist, conveyed: “I said, ‘Look, it’s going to be soon.’ I’m sure col-
leagues knew what I was doing so they were able to pick up any slack. 
But then it was two weeks. It wasn’t really any different to going on holi-
day for a fortnight.” James echoed this by talking about leave “like any 
other two- week holiday.”

It is clear that men who go on paternity leave are expected not to 
disrupt the workplace or put an undue burden on co- workers. Omar felt 
there could be resistance to taking more than two weeks’ leave. Henry 
talked of a “culture of presenteeism” that discouraged people from stay-
ing away too long. Even when it is not explicit, the expectation that there 
may be resistance or costs to taking more leave encourages men to take 
shorter parental leaves.59

Daniel, the thirty- three- year- old university lecturer who took three 
months using Additional Paternity Leave, made it clear that his absence 
did not affect others in his department:

I guess the fact that I wasn’t doing any, I didn’t have any teaching respon-
sibilities for the period I was taking off helped because I wasn’t massively 
inconveniencing everybody. I wondered, would this, would the attitudes 
have been different if I’d taken leave and dumped a first- year lecture 
course on some other poor member of the department without warning? 
But as it happened that wasn’t.

Employers do not generally replace male employees when they go on 
paternity leave. As a result, fathers oten feel behind when they return to 
work. Connor, a forty- one- year- old human resources employee, showed 
some signs of resignation upon his return to work ater two weeks of 
paternity leave: “it was very much come back in and you have to get on, 
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you just have to get on and do it. Old school mentality, there’s just work 
to do, you just have to do the job.” Ishan, a thirty- three- year- old pro-
grammer who took three weeks of leave, mentioned his responsibilities 
at work when struggling with his return to work in the midst of troubles 
at home: “We both wished we could have had longer, but that was the 
most time that I could have had . . . it was really hard for me to go back, 
but there are obligations you need to fulfill sometimes.” Fathers oten 
do not want to be seen as uncommitted workers.60 Ishan continued: “I 
really felt behind to be honest with you and there was an awful lot of 
stuff that I needed to catch up with and it was, yeah, I mean, it did feel 
like I’d missed a month, it really did. I think my colleagues did try and 
pick up as much as they could, but there’s only so much that you can do 
with someone else’s work load, really.”

Because men are generally not replaced at work when they take pa-
ternity leave, this oten means that either co- workers are let to take up 
the male employee’s usual tasks or that the tasks pile up while they are 
on leave. This can result in dissatisfied co- workers as well as feelings of 
guilt for the employees on leave. Alternatively, it can create a burden that 
adds to a returning worker’s stress levels. Even when workplace policies 
are supportive, there can continue to be a sense of disruption to the 
workplace.61 New fathers may also have some concerns about retaining 
rights and responsibilities at work.

This can also make it seem like it is not worth it to take extra leave 
when the return is so overwhelming. This contrasts with the situation of 
most of the mothers I talked with, who indicated that their leave taking 
was expected and planned for by their employers. This is likely due to the 
extreme difference in amount of time between maternity leave and pater-
nity leave, which is oten exacerbated by the fact that female employees 
oten try to use up their annual leave before maternity leave (or tack it on 
to their maternity leave) while male employees must save up their annual 
leave in order to use it for paternity leave. (Since annual leave contin-
ues to accumulate while women are on maternity leave, many women, 
particularly professional women who take longer leave, can extend their 
leave by a full month.) Part of this might be due to uncertainty among 
parents, and particularly fathers, regarding their rights to leave around 
the time of the birth of a child, in which case greater emphasis should be 
placed on educating parents about these rights.
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Much of the reason, however, is also likely due to restrictions in the 
policy itself and a lag in employers’ application of the policy. While more 
recent policies are aimed more generally at parents, in practice employ-
ers oten see women as mothers (or potential mothers) while they tend 
to ignore men’s paternity status. As Simon Burnett and colleagues sug-
gest, fathers are oten “ghosts” at work.62 Fathers reported a sense that 
taking extended leave could potentially disrupt their workplaces even 
when this was not based on actual workplace policies.63 While mater-
nity leave is generally accepted and quickly approved for women, men 
oten have a sense that they will be seen as less committed to their job 
if they take too much leave.64 This perception may be due in part to the 
lack of male co- workers who take up leave.65 Organizational change may 
be stalled by practices that marginalize fathers.66 Again, these organiza-
tional assumptions can be linked back to gendered understandings of 
men as breadwinners and women as carers.67

The situation is more mixed when women return to work ater ma-
ternity leave. Several mothers said their employers were not only flexible 
about the length of maternity leave but also about when and how they 
returned to work. Holly, the administrator who took nine months’ leave, 
was replaced with a temp while on leave and had a smooth return to work:

They’re really quite amenable here, to things like that. They’re quite, quite 
nice. They don’t feel upset that you’ve got pregnant and you’re leaving 
them in the lurch. They’re like, oh, that’s great. When you want to come 
back they say, oh, what do you want to do, as long as I suppose it’s not 
too completely drastic from the norm they’re quite happy . . . But yeah, 
everyone’s been welcoming. There’s been no issues or concerns. I’ve just 
come back and it’s all clicked into place again.

Long leaves— and oten a return that includes a shit to a part- time 
schedule— are the norm. Emma, a thirty- year- old customer relations 
manager, took nine months and then arranged a phased return to work:

I came back, when I was coming back I wanted to do it, a phased return, 
so I used my annual leave because my annual leave had to be used either 
at the beginning or at the end of the maternity leave, and so I used it at 
the end. When I came back in May, I went part- time from May to July 
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to— using up annual leave that I’d accrued so I didn’t come back full- time 
until July . . . they were fine with that, I think. I’m not sure. I think a col-
league of mine wasn’t sure that I’d be able to do that but he’d been looking 
at it from a paternity leave standpoint and said, I didn’t think you could do 
that, coming back part- time. I thought you had to use it all in one chunk. 
And I wasn’t sure at first whether I could use it, whether you had to use it 
all in one chunk, but they seemed okay with it. There were no problems.

Holly’s and Emma’s experiences contrast quite sharply with Connor’s 
and Ishan’s experiences returning to work. These cases suggest that 
employers tend to afford female employees much greater flexibility. The 
exceptions to this pattern came when replacements or co- workers did 
not complete the task fully or properly. For example, Shannon, a thirty- 
four- year- old secretary who took one year, had this experience: “It was 
very difficult to go back in and unfortunately the person who covered 
me didn’t do a particularly good job of it and the academics who were, it 
was very controversial, the academics who were working on the course 
as well weren’t doing a very good job either, so it was . . . I came back 
to quite a lot of mess and the first few months just seemed to me to be 
sorting out the problems of the last year.” For the most part, even with 
changing policies, British employers still hold gendered expectations, 
and fathers seem to sense the potential negative impact of taking too 
much leave on their careers.68

This is confirmed in other qualitative studies of British men. Re-
searchers from Lancaster University Management School found that 
men felt they were discouraged from using flexible working options 
even when a policy existed for “all parents.” The fathers in their study 
thought their line managers saw them as economic providers and not 
as fathers. Sample quotes include: “they don’t acknowledge men,” “as a 
father you are completely out of the game,” and “dads don’t get the same 
focus, that flexible working is also for the dads.”69 Instead, the fathers in 
their study thought mothers were privileged in their workplace.

It’s about the Money

Almost every parent I talked with mentioned the importance of finan-
cial considerations, even when talking about short periods of leave. In 
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explaining why he took two weeks’ leave for each of his three children, 
Oliver simply said: “it’s to do with the differentials in pay and things like 
that. You know, you could just do the sums.” Most men took two weeks 
off around the time of their child’s birth, but even among this group it 
was common to take one week of paternity and one week of holiday, a 
pattern common among British fathers.70 Connor, a forty- one- year- old 
father of one, fit this norm. When asked how he decided to take the 
two weeks, he responded: “Finances (laughs). The week was paid. The 
second week would have been back on statutory paternity pay and real-
istically we just couldn’t afford to take that.” For Connor and his partner, 
money was tight and played into both decisions regarding paternity and 
maternity leave. Yet Connor’s partner took six months’ maternity leave 
while he took two weeks total. This also happened with James, a twenty- 
six- year- old father of one, who took two weeks while his wife took nine 
months of maternity leave: “I wanted to take as much as was available, 
but obviously the pay was the main thing behind taking one week holi-
day and one week paternity leave.” He continued: “We were already 
losing so much money with my wife being off that we couldn’t . . . I don’t 
think we could afford to be any less comfortable than we already were.” 
Again, there is a stark contrast between the amount of time fathers take 
versus mothers. Much of this may be due to the pay gap between men 
and women. In James’ case he was earning between £35,000 and £45,000 
while his wife was earning less than £25,000 per year. When asked more 
specifically about sharing parental leave, James said: “But because again 
it was more of a financial thing, if my wife had been earning more than 
me then we might well have considered it. But for her to be earning so 
much less than I do, financially we couldn’t consider it.” Economic pro-
vision becomes a way of rationalizing leave decisions that are still oten 
rooted in gendered discourses surrounding work and parenting.71

Even when female partners earn more money, however, men still take 
less time off. Ishan, a thirty- four- year- old father of one, took three weeks 
by combining paternity leave with holiday while his wife took the full 
twelve months of maternity leave. His wife earned more than he did, 
but Ishan still framed his decision about the amount of paternity leave 
in terms of financial reasons: “I think, to start off with, I knew the two 
weeks wasn’t going to be enough, but that was the most that I could take 
because ater that you can take longer, I think, but it’s unpaid. And we 
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just couldn’t afford any longer than that.” Henry, a forty- one- year- old 
lab manager married to a doctor, makes far less money than his wife. 
Nevertheless, he took two weeks with each of his two children while his 
wife took six months each time. Henry tried to explain what prevented 
him from taking off more time:

The difficulty with that is due to the way my wife is paid, and her mater-
nity payments aren’t the standard ones that normal employees receive 
and so I would have had those . . . any subsequent time would have been 
unpaid, and because she wasn’t getting paid anything like the normal 
amount that she would have expected in another occupation, if this fol-
lows. So we took the decision between us that I would return to work 
because otherwise the financial hit would have been too great.

Henry further explained that his wife’s maternity pay was determined 
by the partners in her practice and that her boss was “notoriously tight 
fisted,” which meant that her pay was significantly less than what they 
were accustomed to. While his wife was not compensated as much as 
they would have liked, it is not clear how he would have received lower 
payments than her. Indeed, with his income below £25,000 and hers at 
£55,000 or higher, it seems their “financial hit” would have been less if 
she had returned to work sooner while he stayed home.

Where Do Gay Couples Fit In?

It is not only mothers who are hurt by these policies but also fathers. 
Kiernan, a thirty- one- year- old educational administrator, told me of his 
struggle to get maternity leave from his company. He and his husband, 
Reece, were awaiting the birth of their child through surrogacy when 
I talked to him. As Kiernan notes: “I was always ready to have kids . . . 
I always in my mind had a vision of what my family would look like. I 
wanted a baby Reece.” Kiernan walked me through the long process of 
finding a surrogate and how they finally “clicked” with Amber, a married 
mother of three, ater meeting over several months to ensure that they 
trusted each other (since agreements are not legally binding, developing 
trust is critical). Kiernan and Reece were thrilled when Amber called to 
tell them she was pregnant. From the start, Amber has assured Kiernan 



146 | The UK Is Not a Good Model

and Reece that the baby is theirs and not hers. They go to appointments 
together and have discussed plans to submit paperwork to transfer paren-
tal responsibility and send the baby home with Kiernan and Reece that 
first day. Kiernan describes visualizing Reece with the baby as “the most 
beautiful thing in the world.” While they were able to work through the 
complicated process of surrogacy, Kiernan said their plans to share care 
over the first year of their baby’s life hit a roadblock when he looked into 
available leave at his workplace. Their ideal scenario was to share mater-
nity leave by having Reece stay home two days per week and Kiernan stay 
home three days per week. When it looked like he might only get two 
weeks of paternity leave, Kiernan made it clear that that would not be 
enough time for what he thought would be a fundamentally life- altering 
change. Kiernan used a co- worker’s pregnancy to negotiate more leave 
for himself. While he had been at the organization for longer and wanted 
to continue working ater leave, another staff member who was unsure 
whether she would return to work received full maternity benefits. He 
saw this as unjust. Kiernan was able to negotiate for full pay for the first 
few weeks and pro- rated statutory maternity pay for the rest of the leave 
(he had to use his holiday first to attend prenatal appointments and for 
the first few weeks of leave, and they also took away tuition funding for 
an MBA degree they had been providing him). Kiernan concluded that 
“you have to pick your battles . . . legally these organizations don’t have to 
do anything for us. Literally.” Those who become parents via surrogacy 
are eligible for adoption leave (similar to maternity leave), but only one 
person in the couple can take the leave while the other can take paternity 
leave (one or two weeks). On the other hand, the gov.uk website clearly 
states that surrogates are eligible for maternity leave: “Every pregnant 
employee has the right to fity- two weeks’ maternity leave and to return 
to their job ater this. What a birth mother does ater the child is born has 
no impact on her right to maternity leave.”72 If we in the US follow the 
UK model, we will still be at the mercy of employer policies.

Conclusion

The most obvious restriction to British fathers taking leave is that the 
child’s mother must qualify for leave. Paternity leave is thus literally 
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attached to maternity leave. The imbalance in maternity leave and 
paternity leave creates a gap between mothers and fathers and encour-
ages a more gendered division of work and family roles.73 By limiting 
paternity leave and restricting parental leave, the UK supports right 
over duty,74 which results in fathers taking the more limited, statutory 
paternity leave without considering more equal sharing of additional 
parental leave.75

While one could certainly conclude that something is better than 
nothing, the British system has negative consequences for gender equal-
ity. British women lag behind their European and American counter-
parts in several measures of employment and career success. Having a 
parental leave system that encourages women to take leave, and does 
not encourage men to do the same, creates real workplace barriers for 
women. It also shortchanges fathers.

While SPL has been in effect since 2015, there seems to be little in-
crease in uptake. According to a survey of 200 British workplaces, only 
1 percent of male employees used SPL in 2015.76 In February 2018, the 
British government had a press release in which it estimated that while 
285,000 couples are eligible to take shared parental leave each year, 
only about 2 percent use it.77 Based on calculations using the average 
annual wage of £27,000 among women, women who use maternity 
leave can expect £7,449 in maternity payments based on six weeks of 
leave at £466 and thirty- three weeks at the statutory rate of £141. In 
contrast, men can expect only £282, based on £141 for two weeks. This 
amounts to a gender pay gap of 96 percent though both mothers and 
fathers may struggle to provide for their families with such low pay.78 
Some companies enhance pay, but this is much more common with 
maternity pay than paternity pay. A study of 341 companies in 2017 
found that 95 percent of firms augment maternity pay but only 4.4 per-
cent of companies augment paternity pay.79 Even three years ater SPL 
was introduced, a government study found that approximately half of 
people do not know the policy exists. Based on the low uptake and 
continuing lack of awareness, the government has started a campaign 
to promote use of the policy. Figure 5.1 shows an example of the ad, 
with the tagline “share the joy”; these ads appear online and on bill-
boards around the country.



Figure 5.1. UK Shared Parental Leave advertisement. Source: UK 
Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy and the 
Government Equalities Office, photography by Laura Lewis, 
https://www.lauralewisphotography.co.uk

https://www.lauralewisphotography.co.uk
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The British policy may benefit by returning to discussions of non- 
transferrable leave, introducing extended paternity or parental leave, 
and boosting statutory pay. If the UK provides an imperfect example, 
perhaps Sweden will offer a better model. The next chapter focuses on 
the development of parental leave policy in Sweden and the country’s 
simultaneous emphasis on gender equality.
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The Swedish Model Is Great— But Not Perfect

Sweden is the best country in the world for women.
Business Insider, March 18, 20171

In Sweden, men can have it all.
The New York Times, June 9, 20102

Sweden is the world’s finest home for families.
Wall Street Journal, July 15, 20183

There is a lot to love about Sweden. It shows up again and again on 
top- ten lists for best parental leave policies and highest levels of gen-
der equality. But Sweden also makes the top ten on lists for things like 
best healthcare systems and best countries for raising kids and even for 
being the happiest of countries (despite the cold weather).4 The first time 
I went to Sweden, to Stockholm, it was May and I didn’t take off my 
fleece the whole week. Ater meetings at Stockholm University, I would 
take nice long walks around Brunnsviken Lake, down through Öster-
malm, and to Djurgården. I could hear the joyful sounds of children at 
Gröna Lund, the local amusement park, but opted for the more peaceful 
pathways beyond Skansen and Rosendal. I was beginning to fall in love 
with that beautiful city. The second time I went, I tried swimming in 
the Baltic off a popular beach spot in Långholmen and wondered why 
the Swedish people even bother buying bathing suits. I had planned a 
more extensive stay with family in tow. We first stayed in Sollentuna, a 
place that my children still remember fondly, despite or perhaps because 
they had to trek through the forest to find the town and some pizza. 
We then headed into Stockholm and set ourselves up in an apartment 
on Drottninggatan, a major pedestrian street that stretches from Nor-
rmalm to Vasastaden. My daughter was particularly pleased that there 
was an ice cream shop right next door. We made almost daily treks to 
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Humlegården, where my children played outdoor floorball with other 
youngsters. Growing up in New York, I was amazed that they just let 
the sticks and balls in a bin out in the open. The love fest continued as I 
returned to Sweden again and again. But it wasn’t simply about outings 
to wonderful places like Umedalen Skulpturpark and Norrbyskär. Ater 
all, the purpose of my visits was to study gender and family dynamics 
in Sweden.

Sweden inspired me because it offered a vision of gender equality 
that I have not seen here in America. Sweden has consistently ranked 
at the top of the World Economic Forum’s annual Global Gender Gap 
Index and is oten touted as a model of gender equality. This is probably 
because gender equality is not simply a talking point in Sweden but a 
fundamental value that individual Swedes as well as Swedish institu-
tions and government place as a top priority. We see this in something as 
basic as the Swedish language, which has its own special term for gender 
equality, jämställdhet. More recently, there have been efforts to use more 
inclusive language through the gender- neutral pronoun hen, and this 
seems to be well accepted in preschools throughout the country.5 At 
the government level, Sweden has a Minister for Gender Equality and 
indeed all ministers are required to maintain a gender equality perspec-
tive throughout their work. This emphasis on gender equality has led to 
numerous legislation and policies that address gender equality, includ-
ing paid parental leave.

The combination of generous parental leave along with policies and a 
general culture that value gender equality means that Sweden stands out 
as a model of success for countries that want to promote gender equality 
by implementing policies that help women in the labor force and men at 
home. In Sweden, the question is not whether fathers will take parental 
leave. The question is: how much parental leave will fathers take? Swed-
ish fathers, oten referred to as “latte pappas,” commonly take three to 
nine months.6 Of course, Sweden is not perfect, but we would do well to 
learn from its example. This chapter describes the development of paren-
tal leave policies in Sweden, from its pioneering introduction of parental 
leave in 1974 to its current model of reserving three months of leave for 
each parent in addition to ten extra months available for either parent. I 
then discuss Swedish efforts to promote gender equality and particularly 
the focus on promoting men’s use of parental leave in order to encourage 
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greater gender equality in the home as well as in the workplace. Finally, 
I provide some examples of Swedish parents from the research I con-
ducted with Swedish collaborators. This ultimately will provide context 
for the lessons learned and policies proposed in the conclusion.

Development of Parental Leave Policy in Sweden

While there is a lot of attention given to Sweden’s introduction of paren-
tal leave in 1974, the country has an even longer history of maternity leave 
that dates back to 1901, when the government introduced four weeks of 
unpaid maternity leave. In 1937, unpaid maternity leave was extended 
to three months and the leave was made job- protected so women could 
return to their same or a similar job. In 1945, unpaid maternity leave 
was again extended to six months. Ten years later, in 1955, ater Sweden’s 
baby boom (which ended before the baby boom ended in the US), the 
policy was amended so that, given nine months of pre- birth employ-
ment, the first three months of maternity leave were paid. All six months 
became paid leave (at 80 percent of earnings) in 1963.

The 1970s saw the transition from maternity leave to parental leave 
in Sweden. Starting in 1974, parents could share six months of job- 
protected paid parental leave. This was extended to 210 days (or seven 
months) in 1975 and 270 days (or nine months) in 1978. At this time, 
leave was paid at 90 percent of earnings and parents could take addi-
tional unpaid leave ater nine months up until their child was eighteen 
months old. The 1980s saw further extensions and the introduction of 
paternity leave, beginning in 1980, when the government introduced 
ten days of paternity leave paid at 90 percent of earnings. Even at this 
time, the leave was gender- neutral, which meant that the “other parent” 
could take leave and receive benefits. At the same time, parental leave 
was increased from nine months to twelve months, with full pay for the 
first nine months and a lower, flat rate for the last three months. At the 
end of the decade, in 1989, parental leave was extended to 450 days, or 
fiteen months.

The 1990s saw the introduction of the “daddy” month. Until 1995, 
parental leave was available to either parent, but it was mainly women 
who used the leave. Starting in 1995, parental leave was given to indi-
vidual parents, such that each parent received half of the leave, or 225 
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days. However, parents could transfer their leave to each other so that 
fathers typically could give their partners their leave. In order to en-
courage more men to take parental leave, the government introduced a 
“daddy” quota of one month. While the focus was on men using leave, 
the government balanced the “daddy” quota with the less well known 
“mommy” quota of one month. This month was non- transferable, 
which meant that it was only to be used by the earmarked parent. In 
other words, fathers could still give their partners 6.5 months of their 7.5 
months of parental leave, but if they did not take the one month, they 
would lose it. In 2002, a second “daddy” month was added and parental 
leave was extended to 480 days or sixteen months.7

Not surprisingly, progress has been uneven. Political scientist Chris-
tina Bergqvist and colleagues have sought to understand why a policy 
designed to address gender inequality by extending the individual pa-
rental leave quotas failed in the mid- 2000s. In 2004, the Social Demo-
cratic government formed a committee of inquiry to examine possible 
reforms of the parental leave policy. In 2005, the committee report “rec-
ommended a division of the parental benefit into three separate parts: 
five individual months for each parent, and five months that could be 
freely divided by the parents.”8 At the time, it seemed that most people 
in the party supported this legislation. Proponents talked about gen-
der equality, removing the “women’s trap” of discrimination in the labor 
market and encouraging fathers to take equal time with their children. 
Opponents to this change emerged, however, and while these opponents 
agreed with the goals of removing discrimination in the workplace and 
fostering father- child relationships, they were concerned about losing 
votes in the next electoral race to the center- right alliance. The reform 
ultimately failed because it took into account working- class families, 
who see shared parental leave as economically unfeasible.

In 2008, Sweden introduced a gender equality bonus, which provided 
an economic incentive for couples to divide parental leave. The more 
evenly couples split their sixteen months of leave, the greater the bonus. 
However, analyses seemed to show that the “daddy” quota was much 
more effective at promoting fathers’ use of leave while the gender equal-
ity bonus had limited impact on the sharing of parental leave. The bonus 
was consequently eliminated. Shortly ater the Social Democrats came 
back into power in 2014 via an alliance with the Green Party, plans for 
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the third reserved month were announced. The third “daddy” month 
began in 2016.9 Figure 6.1 summarizes the major changes in Sweden’s 
parental leave policy over time.

Current Policy

Table 6.1 shows parental leave days broken down by type of leave for 
mothers and fathers. Note that even though I have labeled the columns 
“mother” and “father,” the leave policy applies to all parents. At present, 
new Swedish parents each get 240 days of paid parental leave. Of the 
240 days, 195 are paid at 77.6 percent of earnings up to a ceiling of SEK 
447,783 or the equivalent of about $51,000 per year and the remaining 
forty- five days are paid at SEK 180 per day ($20.50). The wage- based 
days are split into reserved time and transferrable time. The reserved time 
is called pappamånader (father’s quota) and mammamånader (mother’s 
quota) even though the leave policy is gender- neutral so that two mothers 
or two fathers would also be eligible for the same amount of time. The 
forty- five days paid at the flat rate are transferrable. Parents can use paren-
tal leave until their child turns twelve.10 There is considerable flexibility 
in the use of parental leave. Leave can be used all in one block or in up to 
three blocks per year. In the first year, both parents can take up to thirty 
days of leave together, a period called dubbeldagar (double days) though 
parents must use part of their 105 wage- based transferable days and not 
their reserved days. Parents also have the right to reduce their working 
hours up to 25 percent until their child turns eight years old. There is also 
temporary parental leave of 120 days per year per child in order to care for 
a sick child, and half of these days can be used to care for a preschool child 
if their caregiver is sick.11

Benefits are not restricted to citizens. All parents living and working 
in Sweden for at least 240 days before a birth or adoption are eligible. 
In addition, there is something called the “speed premium” in which 
parents who have a second child within thirty months of the first child 
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Figure 6.1. Timeline of Sweden’s parental leave policy
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receive benefits based on their wages before the first child. Since wages 
while on parental leave or just ater parental leave are potentially re-
duced, due to working reduced hours, it is a way of encouraging second 
births.12

Recently, the government has proposed some revisions to the pa-
rental leave policy, including raising the individual entitlement to five 
months for each parent. Additional recommendations include extend-
ing full parental leave benefits to couples living together in which one 
adult is the parent while the other is the partner but not parent and al-
lowing other non- parents (e.g., grandparents) to take up to thirty days 
of the allotted leave time.13

Gender Equality in Sweden

Sweden is known as much for its gender equality as for moose and 
IKEA. Attitudes in Sweden tend to skew heavily egalitarian. In fact, it is 
difficult to study gender ideology in Sweden since there is actually quite 
little variation in attitudes. Still, this egalitarian- minded country contin-
ued to become even more egalitarian in the 2000s as the idea of the male 
breadwinner became less and less palatable to Swedes.14

Sweden fits into the “earner- carer” model, in which there is high sup-
port for dual- earners and low support for traditional families.15 There 
has been wide government support for gender equality and promoting 
women’s participation in the workplace and men’s participation in child-
care.16 Many classifications developed before 2000 focused on breaking 
with a traditional division of labor in which women stayed home and 
men went to work, to shit toward a dual- earner model in which both 

Table 6.1. Parental leave in Sweden (in days)
Mother Father

Total days of paid parental leave 240 240

 Wage- based 195 195

  Reserved (non- transferrable) 90 90

  Transferrable to other parent 105 105

 Paid at flat rate (and transferrable) 45 45
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partners were employed. In the 2000s, however, there was increasing 
attention not only on getting women to enter and remain in the labor 
force but also on getting men to do more at home. Out of this arose 
policies that would support dual- carers, specifically with encouragement 
for men to engage in care work at home through paternity and parental 
leave.17 Sweden stands out because they have a long history of support-
ing an earner- carer model, since the early 1970s.18

Relative to gender patterns in other countries, Swedish mothers have 
quite high levels of employment19 and this is paired with lower pro-
portions of time spent on care work.20 Swedish fathers, on the other 
hand, take on a relatively high share of unpaid work and parental leave. 
Compared to British adults, Swedes view mothers’ employment more 
positively,21 which is consistent with the generally high levels of support 
for gender equality at home among both Swedish women and men.22 It 
is notable that while Sweden has not achieved true equality, becoming 
a parent, a transition that oten initiates more traditional attitudes and 
behavior in other countries, seems to have much more limited impact 
on support for gender equality or the division of household labor in 
Sweden.23

Over twenty- five years ago, sociologist Linda Haas wrote: “there is 
only one society whose policymakers have long advocated equal partici-
pation of fathers in child care— Sweden.”24 The idea that a government 
would set gender equality as an official goal and place importance on 
men’s role as fathers as well as women’s participation in the workplace 
is relatively new for many countries, but not for Sweden. Sweden has 
been at the forefront of parental leave policies, and its policies have em-
phasized the importance of including men from the beginning.25 Ac-
cording to the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP), Swedish 
adults show a preference for moderate to long parental leave (at least 
five months) financed by the government. In addition, 70.5 percent of 
Swedes prefer that parental leave be shared equally between parents. 
This demonstrates norms that support social redistribution, gender 
equality, and the dual earner- carer family model.26

Gender equality is one of the main goals behind parental leave 
policies, particularly the inclusion of individual rights for fathers.27 
Even though fathers could take leave under the parental leave policy 
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implemented in 1974, most fathers transferred their leave to their part-
ners. Tommy Ferrarini’s doctoral dissertation explored the incentive 
structures of parental leave legislation. He noted that “one official mo-
tive for the reform was to achieve gender equality.”28 Furthermore, the 
shit to the “daddy quota” was a way to address the continuing gender 
inequality in take up of parental leave. In Sweden, the non- transferrable 
time was seen as a way to get more fathers to take more time, which was 
intended to boost their female partners’ careers as well as their own par-
ticipation at home, thereby equalizing the division of childcare.29

Linda Haas and Tine Rostgaard, social scientists with the Inter-
national Network on Leave Policies and Research, suggest that four 
groups have prioritized gender equality in the development of parental 
leave policies in the Nordic countries. First, women have worked to-
ward improving women’s status through policy change. Second, men 
have also been active in campaigning for more individual entitlements, 
including the daddy days. Third, let- leaning political parties, includ-
ing the Social Democrats, strive to lessen gender inequalities through 
policies. Fourth, there has been heavy reliance on social science data 
in creating and implementing parental leave policies. They conclude 
that “Sweden has the best record for fathers taking parental leave” and 
suggest that the father’s quota is key to increasing men’s involvement 
in care.30

Sweden is only one of two countries (Iceland is the other) that scores 
high on Helene Dearing’s “Equal Gender Division of Labour” indica-
tor.31 This is based on length of parental leave, duration of well- paid 
leave, and the proportion of leave reserved for fathers. Sweden has high 
levels of gender equality. Researchers Rebecca Ray, Janet Gornick, and 
John Schmitt created an index to assess how generous and gender- equal 
parental leave policies were in twenty- one high- income countries.32 
Based on their index, Sweden is ranked number one, with a total of 
fourteen out of fiteen points. Sweden scores high on generosity and 
gender equality within parental leave policies, which suggests their 
policies are consistent with the “earner- carer” model, acknowledging 
the father’s role as caregiver. Public policy experts Jana Javornik and 
Anna Kurowska consider parental leave as an opportunity structure 
and develop an ideal type to assess how well parental leave policies 
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provide “real opportunity for equal parental involvement in the raising 
of children across gender and income lines.”33 They find that Sweden 
is the closest to achieving this ideal type. Indeed, Swedish fathers are 
increasingly taking parental leave and sharing responsibility for caring 
for young children,34 and the introduction of the first “daddy month” 
had strong positive effects on Swedish fathers’ use of parental leave. The 
second reserved month had a more moderate effect on fathers’ leave, 
however.35 It is still too early to evaluate the effectiveness of the third 
“daddy month.”

Who Takes Parental Leave?

Demographer Ann- Zofie Duvander classifies the length of Swedish 
parental leave in the following way: short is less than forty- nine weeks 
for women and less than six weeks for men, medium is forty- nine to 
sixty- six weeks for women and six to twenty weeks for men, and long is 
more than sixty- six weeks for women and more than twenty weeks for 
men. About one- fith of parents take short leaves (21 percent of women 
and 22 percent of men), 45 percent of women and 37 percent of men take 
medium leave, and 34 percent of women and 42 percent of men take long 
leaves. Furthermore, belief in gender equality is important as men with 
egalitarian views are 94 percent more likely to take more than twenty 
weeks of leave than men with less egalitarian views.36

The latest statistics from the Swedish Social Insurance Agency show 
that fathers take 28 percent of parental leave days, which is the high-
est level in Sweden’s history and higher than every other country save 
Iceland (see figure 6.2). The highest rate of leave taking among fathers is 
35 percent for those living in the northern Västerbotten region.37 There 
has clearly been steady growth— Swedish men took twelve percent of 
parental leave in 1999 and 21 percent in 2007. While the numbers are 
still not equal, a 33- percent increase has taken place in the last decade 
alone.38

The “daddy quota” has had a huge impact on the proportion of fathers 
who take parental leave. Before the quota, fewer than half of fathers 
took any parental leave (44 percent) while ater the quota was intro-
duced, the proportion shot up to more than three- quarters of fathers 
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(77 percent) within a few years. The effect was particularly dramatic for 
low- income and foreign- born fathers. And now almost 90 percent of 
fathers use at least some parental leave.39 In fact, almost three- quarters 
of Swedish fathers took their full sixty days of “daddy quota” in 2007.40 
Looking at children born in 2008, the average number of parental leave 
days taken over the eight years of eligibility was 106 days for fathers and 
342 days for mothers.41 In a recent analysis of parental leave in twenty- 
nine countries, policy experts Marre Karu and Diane- Gabrielle Trem-
blay find that Swedish fathers take more parental leave days, on average, 
than fathers in other countries.42 According to the Swedish Social In-
surance Agency, men were 45 percent of recipients while women were 
55 percent of recipients of parental leave benefits in 2016. Figure 6.2 
shows the percentage of parental leave taken by fathers. While Swed-
ish fathers took less than 10 percent of parental leave days in 1990, this 
number has increased consistently over time, so that in 2017 fathers 
took about 28 percent of parental leave days. The numbers are becom-
ing more equal. For children born in 2013, 14 percent of couples split 
parental leave equally, which meant each parent took between 40 and 
60 percent of leave.43 Furthermore, in 2016, fathers took 38 percent of 
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temporary parental benefit days to care for sick children, and there is 
no gender difference in the number of parental benefit days taken for 
children three years old and older.44

Figure 6.3 shows users of parental leave benefits (Panel A) and the 
gender distribution of parental leave benefits (Panel B). According to the 
OECD, Swedish men have the highest rate of parental leave users, with 
just around 300 users per one hundred live births. Admittedly, Swedish 

0
50

100
150
200
250
300
350
400

Panel A. Recipients/users of publicly-administered parental leave benefits or
publicly-administered paid parental leave per 100 live births

Us
er

s/
re

ci
pi

en
ts

 p
er

 1
00

liv
e 

bi
rth

s

Ice
lan

d

Sw
ed

en

Po
rtu

ga
l

Norw
ay

Lu
xem

bo
urg

Germ
an

y

Den
mark

Fin
lan

d

Ca
na

da Ita
ly

Es
ton

ia
Ko

rea

Au
str

ia
Fra

nc
e

Cz
ec

h R
ep

ub
lic

Po
lan

d

Au
str

ali
a

Belg
ium

Men Women

Figure 6.3. Parental leave users by gender. Source: OECD Family Database, http://www 
.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm, latest data are from 2013, PF2.2: Use of childbirth 
- related leave by mothers and fathers, chart PF2.2.C http://www.oecd.org/els/family 
/PF2- 2- Use- childbirth- leave.pdf

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Panel B. Gender distribution of recipients/users of publicly-administered
parental leave benefits or publicly-administered paid parental leave

Sh
ar

e 
of

 u
se

rs
/

re
ci

pi
en

ts
 (%

)

Ice
lan

d

Sw
ed

en

Po
rtu

ga
l

Norw
ay

Lu
xem

bo
urg

Germ
an

y

Den
mark

Fin
lan

d

Ca
na

da Ita
ly

Es
ton

ia
Ko

rea

Au
str

ia
Fra

nc
e

Cz
ec

h R
ep

ub
lic

Po
lan

d

Au
str

ali
a

Belg
ium

Men Women

http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm
http://www.oecd.org/els/family/PF2-2-Use-childbirth-leave.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm
http://www.oecd.org/els/family/PF2-2-Use-childbirth-leave.pdf


The Swedish Model Is Great— But Not Perfect | 161

women also have the highest rate, around 367 users per one hundred live 
births. As a comparison, the rate for Danish women (140) is three times 
that of Danish men (44). Sweden, along with Iceland, also has the most 
equal gender distribution of users of parental leave benefits, with men 
making up 45 percent of users.

From Gender- Equal Men to Gender- Equal Fathers

Being an involved father, including staying home to care for infants, is 
“common wisdom” in Sweden. Education scholar Thomas Johansson 
asserts that gender- equal fatherhood means that fathers must “display 
their readiness to engage in childcare, their child orientation and their 
willingness to live up to an ideal of gender equality.”45 The idea of a 
“child- oriented masculinity,” one that focuses on men as carers possess-
ing both caring attitudes and behaviors, is prominent in Sweden.46 This 
ideal is fostered by government campaigns related to gender equality 
and corresponding media attention.47

While broader discussions surrounding feminism and gender equal-
ity existed as far back as the 1960s, parental leave campaigns provided 
a visible emphasis on the promotion of women at work and of men at 
home.48 Fatherhood scholar Roger Klinth suggests that earlier cam-
paigns in the 1970s and 1980s oten relied on more traditional notions of 
masculinity, promoting the idea of fathers’ opportunity, rather than re-
sponsibility, to take leave. Further, campaigns advocated emotional ben-
efits and professional gains for fathers. Figure 6.4 shows a government 
advertisement from the 1970s that featured Swedish weightliter Lenn-
art “Hoa- Hoa” Dahlgren, a clearly masculine figure. National as well 
as regional information campaigns during the 1990s and early 2000s 
promoted fathers’ parental leave use to encourage shared responsibility 
for children.49 The beginning of 2000 saw a shit in the understand-
ing of fatherhood, in which similarity rather than difference in terms 
of men’s and women’s rights, capacities, and responsibilities came to be 
emphasized. By the mid- 2000s, such campaigns advocated a framework 
of gender equality with fully shared responsibility.50

A study of parents in Stockholm found that when Swedish fathers took 
the full “daddy quota” but did not share the full amount of leave equally, 
“they were aware that merely doing one’s duty was less than what was hoped 
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for— that is, such behavior falls short of the national ideal of caring— even 
though it conforms to the minimum requirement.”51 This shows how nor-
mative gender equality is in Sweden. While Swedish men take a higher 
share of parental leave than fathers in other countries, they still realize that 
they are falling short when they take less than half of the leave.

Figure 6.4. Swedish parental leave advertisement. This ad features 
Lennart “Hoa- Hoa” Dahlgren, a top weightliter in the 1970s. 
“Barnledig Pappa!” is Swedish for “father on parental leave.” 
Source: Swedish Ministry for Social Affairs and Health
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Stories from Sweden

In my previous research with Anna- Lena Almqvist, we found that Swed-
ish couples oten worked together to arrange more equal leave- taking 
arrangements.52 In these cases, women supported their partners’ use of 
long leaves. For example, a participant named Lena shared the following 
about her and her partner’s decision to divide parental leave:

Firstly, I am such a person, I want to work and to meet people. Sec-
ondly, I think it’s very important that Stefan [father] and Nils [child] 
are bonding . . . Then Stefan gets an understanding for how it is to stay 
at home. That I don’t lie on the couch and are having a good time the 
whole day, but there are things to do. So that you get a better under-
standing for each other. That I go out and work and are away from Nils 
the whole day and miss him while I am at work, so we experience both 
sides. It’s very important.

Lena is clear that she wants her partner Stefan to bond with their son 
and to experience the daily routine of staying home and caring for their 
child. At the same time, she is also clear that she likes her work and 
would not want to stay home for the full period of leave. This is con-
sistent with other Swedish women’s attitudes toward work and home, 
as very few believe being a housewife would be fulfilling.53 Another 
Swedish mother, Lisa, said:

I didn’t think it was so fun to stay at home [on parental leave] and that 
became very evident for me when I was staying at home. The thoughts 
about work became even more intensive then . . . it’s the same things the 
whole time. The house doesn’t get nicer just because you clean it every 
day and the food maybe became better ater you had made it five times, 
but there was no potential for development in the maternal role.

Yet another mother, Linn, said: “I have to admit that I have to work, 
otherwise I will climb up the walls.” While these women want to be 
good mothers, they also have few qualms about sharing how important 
work is to them. In general, Swedish women rate work commitment 



164 | The Swedish Model Is Great— But Not Perfect

high, and while there is a small decrease following childbirth, levels 
of work commitment bounce back and increase ater a few years of 
motherhood.54

The discourse on equal partnerships, in which both individuals share 
work and family roles, is also important.55 Women’s focus on work also 
makes it more possible for fathers to take longer periods of leave.56 An-
other example is Sandra, a head nurse. She talks about shared parental 
leave with a little more ambivalence than Lena, but still comes to the 
conclusion that it is important for their child and their relationship:

I: Why did you share the parental leave?
R: There are several reasons. But I have two children before and this was 

Per’s first child. I stayed at home with Lena and Sandra, as are the 
names of my older children, all days except for the ten daddy- days . . . 
Now I feel that: “No, now when we are having a child together, me 
and Per, then I want him to be involved from the very beginning.” 
I wanted him to stay at home to see what it’s like to stay at home with 
a small child, because it isn’t just “yes, we can rebuild the house at the 
same time, since Linnea is so young and mainly sleeps.”

I: This was before she was born?
R: Yes. . . . But then I can say that I regret my decision. Why did I say 

that we should share the parental leave, I should stay at home, how 
stupid can you be? How could I be so stupid? One should enjoy the 
time with the little girl. But at the same time, I feel: “No, I should not 
be so ‘mamaegoistic.’” I can see that today, when I talk with those 
who had children about the same time. Then when they started 
work ater having been on leave for a year. . . . And the father hadn’t 
been so much on leave, there are more conflicts or discussions in the 
couple. It’s about the understanding.

As with Lena, Sandra feels it is important for her partner, Per, to stay 
home and learn the ropes. She has already had the experience of stay-
ing home for the full period with her first two children and realized that 
this was not very equitable. In efforts to build a more equal relationship 
with Per, she felt it was only right for him to stay home and be involved 
from the start. During her response to the follow- up question, Sandra 
hesitates a bit and questions whether this was the right decision. But she 
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quickly realizes that this falls into a maternalistic trap. Her use of the 
term “mamaegoistic” is enlightening as it suggests that mothers who take 
more parental leave than their partners are seen as selfish in a way, cav-
ing in to ideas about the prominence of maternal bonding and basically 
hogging time with the children. This is clearly not equitable. In addition, 
Sandra mentions the potential conflicts couples who do not share leave 
have. She suggests that there is a lack of understanding between partners 
who do not share parental leave because they each only experience and 
thus understand a limited role. Her partner, Per, a maintenance worker, 
reinforces the importance of their decision to share leave:

We only had it clear that I should be on “daddy- leave” too, also pretty 
early. It was also based on how it may affect the child. Linnea became 
much more “daddyish.” When she was so young, all our friends’ children 
cried when their father took care of them. But that has never been any 
[problem], she has spent a lot of time with me.

The contrast between Sandra’s fear of being “mamaegoistic” and Per’s 
clear pleasure in their daughter being more “daddyish” is illuminat-
ing. This egalitarian approach is in line with more caring masculinities, 
which support gender- neutral parenting57 and in turn result in more 
father- oriented children.58 Longer shared leave allows for more equal 
parenting, greater bonding time for fathers, and more satisfaction with 
time allocation.59 Other research also supports these patterns. My recent 
research with Anne Grönlund shows that Swedish fathers actively work 
on displaying themselves as good fathers.60 A key element to being a 
responsible father is sharing parental leave. One father, Daniel, stated: 
“I learned to be a parent [when I was on parental leave], because I was 
fully responsible. You can be a provider without staying home with your 
child, but it’s difficult to be a parent.” There is an interesting parallel 
between the American fathers I talked with and Swedish fathers. Many 
American fathers make a distinction between being a father, which any-
one can do, and being a dad or daddy, which involves being present and 
actively involved with one’s child. It is interesting that Swedish fathers 
use more gender- neutral language in making a similar point. Anyone 
can be a provider, but only those who are actively involved, and this 
includes taking a good amount of parental leave, can be a parent. This 
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sentiment is so widely held that another father, Tom, who shared paren-
tal leave equally with his partner, said: “Nowadays you are regarded as a 
suspect person if you don’t take parental leave and that is exactly how I 
feel. It’s only oddballs and old- fashioned people who do not take daddy 
leave.”

Conclusion

In any comparison of the US, the UK, and Sweden related to parental 
leave and gender equality, Sweden is going to win by a mile. Sweden 
was the first country to adopt parental leave back in 1974 and its cur-
rent policy provides sixteen months of paid leave, with three months 
reserved for each parent, a strategy adopted to encourage men to take 
more parental leave. A sizeable minority, 42 percent, of Swedish fathers 
take more than twenty weeks of leave. Swedish men are increasingly 
taking on a child- oriented masculinity. Both mothers and fathers see 
the importance of sharing parental leave and being equal partners and 
parents. Nevertheless, Sweden is not equal. Fathers do not take as much 
parental leave as mothers nor do they spend as much time on childcare 
as mothers, and women still face some difficulties in career advance-
ment.61 Even with the most generous and gender equal policy in the 
world, the Swedish government recently had an investigation of parental 
leave that resulted in a government report recommending more focus 
on equal sharing of parental leave between women and men. Specifi-
cally, the report, released in December 2017, recommends increasing 
the non- transferable days, referred to as “daddy quota” days, from three 
months to five months.62 While Sweden might be the closest we come to 
gender equality, there is still some work to be done.
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Conclusion

The Six Month Solution

I think that our culture needs to grow up and acknowl-
edge the fact that bringing up children and work cannot be 
separated.
— Oliver, British father

Family medical leave, all that stuff should be a right. There’s 
no reason it shouldn’t be.
— Finn, American father

When I set out to write this book, my ultimate goal was to find a good 
parental leave policy for the United States. What do I mean by a good paren-
tal leave policy? I mean a policy that will not only allow for work- family 
balance, but one that promotes gender equality. I want women to be equal 
in the workplace, not penalized for taking time out. I want men to be equal at 
home, as partners and parents. Oliver’s sentiment suggests that it should be 
obvious in this day and age that parents are oten workers and workers are 
oten parents, regardless of gender. Finn picks up on this in his demand for 
the US to adopt paid family leave. My perfect policy would provide ade-
quate time and compensation for all working parents.

Where to start? It seemed like a no- brainer to start with Sweden, the 
first country in the world to develop a parental leave policy (back in 
1974). What can Sweden’s example offer us? Is it the 480 days of parental 
leave, 240 days for each parent? Is it the 390 days paid at almost 80 per-
cent of wages? I think the most successful part of Sweden’s policy, and 
the part we should pay close attention to, is the “daddy” quota, reserving 
three months of leave just for fathers. This is the policy that has made it 
possible for greater and greater proportions of Swedish fathers to take 
an equal share of leave.
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It’s not so simple. Sweden has relatively high taxes, up to 60 percent 
(though only about one- third of parental leave funds come from indi-
vidual taxes; the other two- thirds come from an employers’ fee paid to 
the government). As a side note, Swedes are quite content with their tax 
rates, probably because they get so much— childcare, free college edu-
cation, health care, etc.1 Still, Americans don’t seem eager to pay higher 
taxes. Beyond the cost, Sweden’s parental leave system is not perfect. 
Women still take more leave than men. Women also tend to be more 
concentrated into public- sector and lower- paying occupations. So 
maybe we need to think about reducing the length of leave and making 
all leave non- transferrable.

Given Sweden’s political and social distance from the American situa-
tion, I wondered whether there might be a more suitable comparison for 
the US than Sweden. The United Kingdom presented itself as the closest 
parallel to the US in terms of economy and culture. The UK is not in the 
same league as Sweden, but it has what many would consider a gener-
ous maternity leave policy— fity- two weeks total, of which thirty- three 
weeks include some form of paid leave. And the UK has recently made 
efforts to shit its parental leave to be more inclusive of fathers. The 
problem is that the UK’s policy is not as generous or equal as it would 
first seem. Only the first six weeks of maternity leave are paid at a high 
rate of 90 percent of wages while the remaining 7.5 months are paid at a 
low flat rate. Furthermore, their Shared Parental Leave policy is actually 
rooted in maternity leave, which excludes a good proportion of fathers.

When we compare the US to the UK, we can ask whether it may be bet-
ter to have no policy than a highly gendered policy. In the short term, we 
might opt for the gendered policy. Ater all, it would allow women to take 
a break from employment to have a child and ensure their own and their 
child’s well- being over the first year. But I have to argue that in the long 
term, a gendered policy is potentially more damaging than no policy at all.

When we look at gendered policies, the impact on gender equality 
is clear: Gendered policies reproduce gender inequality. In the UK, a 
parental leave system that has historically been lopsided continues to 
be gendered even as it is called “Shared Parental Leave,” as it in fact be-
longs to mothers. These policies encourage women to take longer leave 
than men, on average thirty- nine weeks compared to two weeks. This 
initial difference is extremely important in setting up and reproducing 
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a system of inequality. When mothers stay home to care for children, 
they “get on with it,” as many of the British parents I talked with told 
me. Caregiving becomes gendered. Mothers know how to feed, bathe, 
comfort their children. Fathers become secondary parents or “helpers.” 
And these patterns don’t disappear when mothers return to work. This 
system encourages women to work part- time. Along with the high costs 
of nursery, mothers are already equipped to care for children and so ad-
just their work lives around their family lives. This ensures that women 
experience less career advancement. And it all continues.

We might question the continuing attempt to achieve gender equality 
by helping women fit into workplaces designed for men, and specifically 
men who have wives at home to take care of all their home/family needs. 
We should be trying to create policies and workplaces that are better 
suited to human beings (who have lives outside work). The ideal worker 
type certainly doesn’t benefit women, but it doesn’t benefit many men 
anymore either. Instead of changing women and admonishing men, we 
should change workplaces. Regarding family- friendly policies such as 
parental leave policies, it may seem that a gendered policy (women get 
it, men don’t) might help women in the short term. However, these poli-
cies inevitably hurt women and the broader aims of gender equality in 
the long- term. The research presented in this book shows this. Gendered 
policies encourage employers to treat women differently, which results 
in lower chances of hiring, promotion, etc. At least in terms of parental 
leave policies, the most effective policies are those that are gender- equal 
with incentives for men to take leave. In other words, we need to be en-
couraging men to change more than women.

The way to promote gender equality is to have gender equal policies. 
But what we also learn from looking at the case of Sweden is that gender 
equal policies with incentives for men to take leave are the most effective 
policies in moving toward gender equality. These policies increase men’s 
use of parental leave and in conjunction make the division of leave more 
even between women and men. This also promotes continued sharing of 
caregiving and household work, which then supports more equal roles 
in the workplace.

The first step in creating opportunities for parents to spend time with 
their children is to provide paid parental leave. Yet we have seen that 
there are drastic differences in access to parental leave across countries 
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and within countries. Sociologist Margaret O’Brien refers to growing 
up in “parental- leave- rich” versus “parental- leave- poor” households: “A 
privileged group of infants will commence life in parental- leave- rich 
households with high access to maternal, paternal, and financial capital. 
By contrast, another group of infants enter into disadvantaged parental- 
leave- poor households with comparatively less emotional and economic 
investment available in their daily life.”2 While policies have the poten-
tial to expand the number of parents included, there is also potential 
to exclude certain groups, particularly low income parents.3 The good 
news is that we know that parents, both mothers and fathers, will in-
crease leave- taking if provided the opportunity.4

In this conclusion, I consider the important lessons that the US, the 
UK, and Sweden have provided for understanding the relationship be-
tween parental leave and gender equality. These lessons also provide 
clues for developing a parental leave policy that will best promote gen-
der equality in the workplace and at home. Throughout this book, we 
have seen the following lessons:

 1. The US is way behind the rest of the world when it comes to paren-
tal leave

 2. Parental leave is good
 3. But not too much leave
 4. We need to think of fathers as partners, not helpers
 5. The UK is not a good model for parental leave and gender equality
 6. The Swedish model is great but not perfect

The US Is behind on Parental Leave

The US is in a category by itself when it comes to parental leave, and not 
in a positive way. It is the only industrialized country without some form 
of paid leave and even when we expand the circle of comparison, we are 
only let with Suriname and Papua New Guinea as the other countries 
without any paid parental leave. This fact, in itself, should be enough 
motivation to pass a paid parental leave policy.

In chapter 1, we saw the development (or lack thereof) of family leave 
at the federal, state, and company level. It was a struggle just to get the 
Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) passed and signed into law in 
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1993. The compromises that had to be made then meant shorter leave 
of only twelve weeks and no pay. And over twenty- five years later, we 
still don’t have paid leave! There are several shortcomings of FMLA. The 
most obvious is that it is not paid. This needs to change. Another limi-
tation is that eligibility criteria, particularly the size of the workplace, 
mean that only 59 percent of American workers are even eligible to use 
this form of unpaid leave.5

We have seen some success in the states that have adopted paid family 
leave. California, the first state to introduce paid family leave, has seen an 
increase in employees taking leave to bond with their children, and the 
increase in men’s use of bonding leave is particularly notable.6 Based on 
a small payroll tax, this policy is especially helpful for low- income em-
ployees and, even from employers’ perspective, this program has had a net 
positive impact on productivity and morale.7 With states like New York, 
Washington, and Massachusetts coming out with their own policies, we 
have several models to choose from. And yet most Americans still rely on 
their employers for some form of leave. Etsy, Netflix, and Spotify all have 
generous policies that offer an equal amount of paid leave to all parents. 
But many companies follow more of a British model with more leave for 
mothers than fathers. And even more companies don’t offer paid parental 
leave at all, forcing employees to use paid vacation or personal days or, even 
worse, to take leave without pay. The bottom line is that it is simply not fair 
that access to paid parental leave is so unequal across states and employers.

Parental Leave Is Good

We saw the benefits of parental leave for mothers, fathers, children, 
employers, and broader efforts for gender equality in chapter 2. One 
of the main reasons for developing parental leave policies has been to 
increase women’s employment. Job- protected, well paid leave encour-
ages women to enter and remain in the labor force throughout their 
childbearing years.8 It is particularly important in encouraging women 
to return to their same employer ater leave, which reduces the negative 
impact of career interruptions on future advancement and income.9

Another benefit of parent leave is better health outcomes for women, 
men, and children. Perhaps it is most obvious that parental leave im-
proves infant health. Ater all, newborns can’t take care of themselves. 
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Parental leave decreases infant mortality, death in the first year, at least 
in part through higher rates of immunization and breastfeeding.10 Pa-
rental leave is also important for women who have given birth in order 
to have some time for physical recovery. Likewise, taking parental leave 
can reduce postpartum depression.11 The fact that parental leave is good 
for women and children’s health may seem like common sense, but it is 
also good for men’s health. That’s right. Parental leave can reduce fathers’ 
health problems and may even lower mortality rates.12

Parental leave provides time for parents to bond with their new child. 
This is particularly important for fathers, who are oten seen as second-
ary parents. When fathers take parental leave, they become more active 
parents, and they develop the skills and routine for long- term involve-
ment.13 People oten assume that mothers are naturally good at caring 
for infants, but caregiving and parenting is a learning process. And it 
turns out that fathers who spend time with infants figure things out 
pretty quickly. When men are full parents, it also contributes to more 
gender equal and happier relationships.14

More and more companies are offering their own paid parental leave 
policies. While some might be motivated by altruistic reasons, the bot-
tom line for most companies is that parental leave is good business. 
Several companies note the need to be competitive in introducing their 
parental leave. Others mention recruitment, retention, productivity, and 
company culture.15

In sum, parental leave makes for better maternal, paternal, and child 
health outcomes, better maternal employment outcomes, stronger con-
nections between fathers and children, and better business. Parental 
leave, especially if shared equally between parents, has the potential to 
foster gender equality. It seems like a win- win- win- win situation.

But Not Too Much Leave

While parental leave has many benefits, there is a limit to these benefits. 
As we saw in chapter 3, there is such a thing as too much leave, which 
becomes detrimental to women and men’s employment and women’s 
health. Feminist philosopher Nancy Fraser argues that women are 
marginalized by policies that support women’s caregiving because they 
reinforce the association of caregiving and domestic labor with women 
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and breadwinning with men.16 When women take extended leaves from 
employment, they are seen by employers as less committed workers. 
Even if this is accepted, these differences encourage the formal or infor-
mal establishment of a “mommy track,” where mothers are assigned to 
positions with less responsibility and pay.

The evidence does suggest that long parental leave decreases wom-
en’s employment.17 In general, the longer one is out of employment, the 
more difficult it is to return to the same position or a similar occupa-
tional position. Those who are out of employment for long periods may 
miss training and updates and also signal their reduced priority on work. 
Even when maintaining high levels of maternal employment, such as in 
Sweden, taking long leaves can reduce the chances for women’s career 
advancement.18 Based on employment gaps and stagnant or downward 
career mobility, it is not surprising that long leaves are associated with 
lower wages, and in fact, may be a prime contributor to the gender pay 
gap.19 Taken all together, research suggests that five to seven months is 
the optimal length of leave for women’s employment outcomes.20

Long parental leave is not only bad for women’s employment out-
comes. It also has negative effects on women’s mental health. Public 
health research shows that the protective effects of parental leave against 
postpartum depression stop around six months ater childbirth. In other 
words, continuing leave ater six months actually increases women’s 
odds of experiencing depression.21

But it is not just women who suffer negative consequences of long 
parental leave. In fact, long parental leave may be even more detrimen-
tal for men’s careers. While women are expected to take time off when 
they have a child, men are expected to carry on working ater a week 
or two. Sweden is an exception though employers still expect shorter 
leaves from men than women. As a result, employers and co- workers 
may think male employees who take long leaves are not team players, 
and ultimately men’s earnings take a hit.22

There is even some research that suggests unlimited leave is not good 
for children. When children are home with parents too long, they may 
not experience as much interaction with other children and learning 
environments. In this case, the ideal amount of parental leave is six to 
twelve months. Too much parental leave is associated with lower social 
competence, communication, and physical health.23
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So what is the optimal amount of leave? Looking at employment, de-
pression, and child development, it looks like six months per parent is 
the ideal.

Fathers as Partners, Not Helpers

When parental leave is different for men and women, it is all too easy to 
fall into gendered roles, with mothers as primary caregivers or nurtur-
ers and fathers as helpers or secondary parents. The UK has a history of 
very different parental leave policies for women and men. This has cre-
ated a pattern of mother- centered parental leave, in which both mothers 
and fathers see parental leave as belonging to mothers. British parents 
convey that there is not much discussion about maternity leave because 
women decide how much time they want to take off and their partners 
simply agree. There is some reliance on the idea that women are natu-
rally nurturers, and an emphasis on breastfeeding further encourages this 
ideology.24 It allows, or requires, men to step back and take a secondary 
role. Both British and American men talk about supporting their wives. 
To be fair, fathers who are limited to one or two weeks of leave don’t have 
many opportunities to develop caregiving skills, and certainly not to the 
level of mothers who take several months and potentially a year of leave.

If we view parental leave as a chore, we seem to be letting fathers off 
the hook. If we view parental leave as a special time for bonding, we 
seem to be excluding fathers. When fathers are let alone to care for 
their children, they do just fine. Individuals are not born knowing how 
to parent— they need to learn how to parent. When parental leave is 
mainly provided to women, women get to spend lots of time figuring 
out how to be mothers. But we oten ignore this fact and instead assume 
that women are naturally good at caring for children. If we divided leave 
equally between parents, men would also figure it out. We already see 
this in countries like Sweden.25

The UK Is Not a Good Model

While the US and the UK share many similarities, the UK does not pro-
vide a very good model for parental leave and gender equality. Their 
efforts to achieve more shared parental leave have fallen flat in the face 
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of the lasting effects of an imbalanced policy and the continuing gender-
ing of current policy. The main problem is that maternity and parental 
leave policy development in the UK has been heavily weighted toward 
mothers. While the UK lagged behind much of Europe in its initial 
policy development and was oten rebuked by the EU Commission for 
not following EU directives regarding parental leave, it quickly extended 
maternity leave in the late 1990s and early 2000s. By 2003, mothers had 
a right to fity- two weeks of maternity leave while fathers had a right to 
only one or two weeks of paternity leave. It should be no surprise, then, 
that most mothers take long maternity leaves, which leads to long career 
interruptions and high rates of part- time employment. A shocking 44 
percent of British mothers are out of work for more than four years 
while 42 percent of all British women in employment work part- time.26

The UK has recently been trying to change. In 2011, British leaders in-
troduced a policy that allowed fathers to take additional paternity leave, 
starting at twenty weeks, for up to six months. In 2015, they introduced 
Shared Parental Leave, which allows couples to share up to fity weeks of 
parental leave (ater the first two weeks of maternity leave). This is defi-
nitely progress. In theory, a couple could evenly divide parental leave, 
with each parent taking twenty- six weeks of leave. Unfortunately, there 
are some problems. Perhaps the biggest is that not all fathers are covered. 
One UK government estimate shows that 40 percent of new fathers are 
not eligible.27 This is because a father must be attached to a mother who 
is eligible for maternity pay or leave. Another big problem is that the pay 
is appalling, with the exception of the first six weeks, which are paid at 
a rate of 90 percent of wages. Let’s say a father wants to take the second 
half of the year of parental leave. They would only receive thirteen weeks of 
pay at the low flat rate of £145 per week, and the other thirteen weeks 
would be unpaid. It shouldn’t surprise us that only 2 percent of couples 
use shared parental leave.28 The UK is fighting momentum. It is difficult 
to overcome such a large difference in parental leave. The good news for 
the US is that we are starting from scratch.

The Swedish Model Is Great— But Not Perfect

When I started my research, I thought Sweden was the dream. Cer-
tainly, I still think Sweden provides one of the best existing models 



176 | Conclusion

for parental leave and gender equality. It is important to highlight the 
positive aspects of Sweden’s parental leave system. Obviously, Sweden 
has had some practice in getting things right since it was the first to 
introduce parental leave back in 1974. A big part of the country’s success 
is that it has been guided by an official goal of gender equality. Sweden 
seems perpetually ahead of the rest of the world in acknowledging 
that gender equality cannot be achieved simply by fitting women into 
the workplace, a domain traditionally dominated by men, but also fit-
ting men into the domestic sphere, a domain traditionally occupied by 
women.

Sweden realized that its original parental leave policy was not effec-
tive in encouraging men to take leave. In response, Sweden introduced 
its first “daddy” month in 1995, and then proceeded to add a second 
“daddy” month in 2002 and a third in 2016. Setting aside parental leave 
for fathers— time that is lost if a father does not take it— has been in-
strumental in increasing men’s use of parental leave. Almost all fathers 
take at least some parental leave, and fathers are taking an increasing 
proportion of leave over time. While Swedish men took 12 percent of 
parental leave in 1999, they took 28 percent of it in 2017, higher than 
every other country except Iceland.29 Swedish fathers talk about a “na-
tional ideal of caring” and even speak of fathers who do not take leave 
as “suspect.”30

Time ater time, Sweden has scored at the top of indices of paren-
tal leave and gender equality.31 How could we possibly improve on the 
Swedish model? For one, as we saw above, there is indeed such a thing 
as too much leave. We can ask whether Sweden offers too much leave, 
a total of 480 days. This is especially problematic if women take more 
than half, which in many cases means more than one year. A second 
issue is that the non- transferrable leave, or “daddy” months, is really 
effective at getting men to take their months, so why not split all leave 
days in half and reserve half of the time for each parent? Here is where 
the US actually might have something to contribute. While our federal 
parental leave policy is unpaid, it is an individual entitlement, provided 
to each employee (though we know many employees are excluded due to 
eligibility requirements). The point is that reserving leave for each par-
ent, rather than each couple, is a better way to encourage both parents 
to take leave.
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Policy Recommendations

Policy design is crucial. A recent study of Finland and Sweden sheds 
light on the relative importance of policy design. Researchers set out to 
understand why a much higher percentage of Swedish fathers take up 
parental leave compared to Finnish fathers. They decided to compare 
immigrants and native- born men in both countries. They found that men 
who were born in Sweden and immigrated to Finland had parental leave 
uptake rates that were closer to those of native- born Finnish men than 
to Swedish men in Sweden, whereas men who were born in Finland and 
immigrated to Sweden had rates that were closer to those of native- born 
Swedish men than to Finnish men in Finland. In other words, fathers 
who migrated were more similar to men in their destination country 
than in their country of origin. This suggests that the men were influ-
enced more by the available policies than their origin culture.32

In considering parental leave polices, we might note the European 
Commission’s recent proposal, which recognizes the importance of pro-
viding paid parental leave to both parents. In April 2017, this commis-
sion sought to repeal Directive 2010/18 and to introduce a new proposal. 
It is important to note that the objective of this new proposal is “to en-
sure the implementation of the principle of equality between men and 
women with regard to labour market opportunities and treatment at 
work.” The two specific objectives related to the main objective are to 
increase the availability of work- family balance policies and to prompt 
men to make more use of parental leave and other family- friendly poli-
cies. As such, the proposal includes an increase in parental leave require-
ments to a minimum of four months of non- transferrable leave for each 
parent at relatively high compensation levels (minimum pay must be at 
or above the level of sick pay).33 The proposal has gone through various 
steps, but it faces uneven support from stakeholders.34

We can now consider how the six lessons can inform development of 
a paid parental leave policy in the US. Based on lesson 1, we need a paid 
leave policy. This is a no brainer. It is impossible to believe that the US 
is right and all those other countries— every single one apart from Suri-
name and Papua New Guinea— are wrong. Now that we know we should 
have paid parental leave, how much leave should we have? Lessons 2 
and 3 tell us that some amount of (paid) leave is good (lesson 2)— but 
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not too much (lesson 3). The balance I recommend is six months of 
parental leave for each parent. Parents need time to care for and bond 
with their children. This is important for every parent and every child. 
But in looking at the potentially negative consequences of parental leave, 
six months seems to be a turning point. This is the case for women’s em-
ployment. It is also the case for postpartum depression. It is the case for 
child development, as well.

Do we really need to give all parents, mothers and fathers, the same 
amount of time? Yes. Based on lesson 4, we need to include fathers as 
equal parents. When mothers are the only ones to take leave or take 
a great majority of the available leave, it ultimately hurts women’s ca-
reers, stifles father- child bonding, and inhibits gender equality. When 
each parent takes six months, it will allow women to return to work and 
continue building careers that are satisfying and financially rewarding. 
It also takes the target off mothers by recognizing the importance of 
family for all employees. It is easy to see why employers might not want 
to hire and promote women when they are the only ones who take ex-
tensive time off work, but the same reasoning doesn’t apply when both 
men and women are equally likely to take leave. When each parent takes 
six months, it provides fathers with the opportunity to build caregiv-
ing skills and develop a strong bond with their child, which will pay 
dividends for eighteen- plus years. When each parent takes six months, 
norms will change and society will come to accept that women and men 
are equally capable of doing it all.

What are some final tips from the UK and Sweden? Based on the UK 
model (lesson 5), it would not be wise to go down the road of develop-
ing maternity leave without paternity or parental leave. Even if that seems 
like a quicker, more feasible solution, this kind of gendered policy has 
long- term, detrimental repercussions for gender equality, setting women 
back in the workplace and restricting men’s roles at home. The US has been 
pretty clear about gender- neutral policies. FMLA and all the state family 
leave policies apply to individuals regardless of gender. This is a good thing.

Based on the Swedish model (lesson 6), the US may want to limit the 
amount of leave and keep all leave as non- transferable. The first point is 
probably a non- issue. I do not hear anyone proposing one year of paid 
parental leave. The second point is also one that would already fit with 
American ideals.
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I recommend:

 1. Paid parental leave of six months for each parent.
 2. Leave should be available to all employees, regardless of size of 

employer or time with employer. Part- time employees should get 
pro- rated benefits.

 3. Leave must be job- protected, with guarantees for an employee to 
return to their same job or a similar job in terms of level and pay.

 4. Leave should be well compensated, at a rate of at least 80 percent 
of pay.

 5. All parents should be encouraged to take the full six months of 
leave. This includes resident and non- resident parents.

With leave of six months for each parent, couples or co- parents could 
take turns and be at home with their new child for up to one year in 
total. Six months is a good amount of time for individual parents to 
bond with their new children. It also means that new parents will not 
face the economic consequences of long leaves. Children will benefit 
from spending six months with each parent. In cases where there is only 
one parent (where no other parent is available, even non- residential), 
the policy should allow for leave to be taken by an alternative caregiver, 
such as a grandparent, aunt, or uncle, or used to fund child care.

Points 2– 4 are important to cover all employees, make leave fea-
sible, and minimize the economic impacts of leave. FMLA only cov-
ers 59 percent of American employees because of its restrictions. It is 
also important to ensure that new parents can return to their original 
or comparable job so that they are not penalized for taking time off. 
In order to allow more parents to take leave, it must be remunerated at 
a relatively high level. We already have models of successful state pro-
grams funded by small payroll deductions (amounting to less than one 
dollar per week). Many employees simply cannot afford to take unpaid 
leave or to take leave that only pays half of one’s wages. Finally, there 
should be incentives for individuals to take leave. This policy can only 
promote gender equality if men and women both take leave. When ev-
eryone takes leave, it will become normalized as part of the workplace. 
There will be no reason to penalize women or create mommy tracks that 
offer less pay and opportunity for advancement. The good news is that 
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non- transferrable leave is already built into the American system, since 
all of the existing leave provisions— unpaid FMLA and paid state leave 
policies— mandate leave for individual employees rather than couples 
or families. The FAMILY Act, introduced most recently in 2017, might 
provide a starting point since it would provide paid leave to workers in 
all companies. It could be phased in, so that the twelve weeks of leave 
would be increased to twenty- six weeks and pay would be increased 
from 66 percent to 80 percent over a few years. Funding models might 
come from state policies. In particular, Washington state funds its gener-
ous leave (paying up to 90 percent of average weekly wages) through a 
0.4 percent employee and employer payroll contribution.

While I set out to find a solution to America’s problem of the absence 
of a national paid parental leave policy, I think these recommendations 
could also help the UK and Sweden. Instead of having a shared parental 
leave policy that still actually works through the mother and maternity 
leave, the British government could offer a similar amount of leave but 
divided between two parents. There would be no maternity or pater-
nity but rather simply six months of paid parental leave for each parent. 
The UK would also need to invest in better funding to make leave more 
feasible. For Sweden, I would suggest that all leave be allotted as non- 
transferrable. Any additional costs could be accommodated by reducing 
the total leave from sixteen months (or eight months per parent) to one 
year. With the six month solution, I think we can develop a paid parental 
leave policy that is not just okay but that is a model for other countries 
in its capacity to promote gender equality.
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