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Flexible Working or Flexible Fathers 

 

Introduction 

Paternity leave and fathers‟ involvement in family life more generally are high on the political agenda 

with the Deputy Prime Minister launching a consultation exercise in January 2011 to develop a 

revised policy to be introduced in 2015. The important role that fathers do and should play in 

childrearing is being increasingly recognised and this is to be welcomed. However, we need to 

understand what is being proposed and what the intentions of the policy are in order to evaluate its 

potential impact. Paternity leave cannot be considered in isolation from other elements of family 

policy and employment policy more generally.  

 

We should also note that while the trade unions have reacted favourably to the announcement and the 

Confederation of British Industries has given it a cautious welcome the reaction of small business has 

been hostile. The later are already concerned about the new regulations to be introduced in April. 

Given that only about one per cent of small business are likely to be effected and the main costs will 

be bourn by the Government their reaction seems to be more based on a traditional view of the role of 

fathers than the burden of implementing the regulation.  

Paternity and Family Leave 

Paternity leave was first introduced into the UK in 2005 as a statutory right for fathers. Fathers are 

entitled to two weeks paid paternity leave provided it is taken within 56 days of the birth of the child, 

subject to meeting the eligibility criteria. Statutory Paternity Pay is £124.88 a week (£128.73 from 

April 2011) or 90 per cent of average earnings if lower. From April 2011 fathers can take any 

maternity leave (52 weeks in total)  not taken by the mother including receiving the balance of 

Statutory Maternity Pay (33 weeks following 6 weeks on 90% of pay) due if the mother returns to 

work after 20 weeks. 

Parents can also take up to 13 weeks unpaid leave for each child up to the child‟s 5
th
 birthday and 

have the right to request a reasonable amount of emergency leave. Also while they have at least one 

child under six years parents have a right to request flexible working. This is not a legal entitlement 

and is granted at the discretion of employers. 

The Proposal for Reforming Paternity Leave 

The proposed reform would enable parents to divide the 52 weeks maternity leave between them after 

the first two months which would be taken by the mother. Parents would be able to divide the leave 

up however they wished including taking leave together.  

The aim of the proposed policy seems to be to: 

 enable fathers to play a larger role in childcare while their children are very young; 

 make it more acceptable for men to take on a caring role; 

 reduce the burden of childcare on women; 

 enable women to return to work sooner thus reducing the negative impact of maternity leave 

on women‟s careers; 

 benefit children who will be able to develop stronger bonds with their fathers. 
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Policy Context and Issues 

Paternity leave in the UK is about fathers having leave to be with their young children, while parental 

leave is more concerned with enabling parents to work and care. The Coalitions proposed policy is 

only concerned with amending paternity leave regulations.  Reference is made to enabling mothers to 

return to work sooner than they might otherwise have done but the main intended beneficiaries are 

fathers and possibly children. Fathers are portrayed as both wanting to spend more time with their 

children and to needing to be encouraged to do so. The announcement is strangely silent on how 

parents and especially fathers are going to be able to afford to take time off work. This is of concern 

because we know that the majority of mothers do not take their full entitlement to maternity leave for 

financial reasons. 

 

Whilst the majority of women (including mothers) are in paid employment women continue to bare a 

much greater burden of domestic and caring work than men. Whilst men are taking on more 

responsibility for childcare they contribute little to domestic work even when their wives are in paid 

employment and they have young children. The higher earnings potential of men, employer attitudes 

and general social attitudes all combine to discourage men taking on caring and domestic roles.  The 

consequences are that mothers take on the main burden of care and domestic work and loose out in 

terms of employment and career prospects. Even women in professional and managerial jobs pay a 

penalty for motherhood – one that fathers do not pay. Thus the gendered labour market, employer 

attitudes and general social attitudes combine to discriminate against mothers – gender equality has 

not been a consideration in the family balance policies introduced in the UK. 

 

The Impact of Paternity Leave and Parental Leave Policies 

Most Western European countries have paternity leave policies, many providing for longer leave for 

fathers and better financial compensation than in the UK. Research comes to broadly similar 

conclusions: 

1. Fathers are more likely to take paternity (daddy) leave if it is non-transferable and is well 

compensated (at least 50 per cent of usual earnings). Even in countries where this is the case 

the numbers of fathers taking up the leave are relatively small; 

2. Better educated men, those who have higher hourly earnings  and men with wives in 

professional and managerial jobs are those most likely to take paternity leave; 

3. When fathers take up paternity leave mothers tend to return to work sooner; 

4. If the intention is for fathers to become more involved in childcare then fathers should not 

take leave at the same time as mothers; 

5. Even in the Scandinavian countries where fathers are more likely to take paternity leave 

progress towards greater gender  equity in work/life balance has been very slow; 

6. Fathers who take more than two weeks leave become more involved and stay more involved 

in infant and childcare when they return to work than other fathers; 

7. The involvement of fathers in child rearing has a positive impact on the social and cognitive 

development of children; 

8. Employers discourage men from taking parental and are much more likely to refuse a request 

for flexible working from a man  than from a woman; 

9. Parents decisions about taking leave (paternity and parental) are influenced by the greater 

earning power of men and  generally better career prospects; 
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10. Fathers who work shorter hours are more likely to be involved in childcare than those who 

work longer hours, yet fathers tend to work longer hours than non-fathers. The main 

exception to this is France where a 35 hour week is enforced; 

11. In the UK family friendly policies continue to promote and reinforce the view that the mother 

is the main carer. Therefore,  more attention needs to be paid to parental leave if the intention 

is to promote parents sharing work and care; 

12. Material factors, the ideology of the male breadwinner and fathers seen as helping rather than 

sharing care tend to remain dominant facts; 

13.  Paternity leave does not address the main issues of parents sharing work and care. It does not 

begin to address the main issues that leave women as mainly responsible for juggling work 

and care. These are: the lack of affordable, flexible childcare; the gendered segregated and 

segmented labour market meaning that generally women are able to earn less than men; 

cultural attitudes that construct women as carers and men as providers; and the way in which 

cultural attitudes and structural factors interact to enable fathers to provide little support with 

childcare. 

 

Discussion and Policy Recommendations 

It is evident that paternity leave can enable fathers to take a more active role in caring for young 

children and that fathers who take paternity leave continue to be more involved in childcare than 

fathers who do not. Fathers‟ involvement in childcare has a positive impact on the cognitive and 

emotional development of children.  Paternity leave is most likely to be taken when it is reserved for 

fathers and is well compensated, and by better educated fathers with wives in well paid jobs. 

However, it does little to promote a more balanced sharing of work and care between mothers and 

fathers because it leaves untouched the main barriers to a sharing of work and care.  

 

 If the Government wishes to introduce a paternity leave scheme that will encourage fathers to take up 

the leave and become more involved in child care then: 

1. A period of leave of more than two weeks should be reserved just for fathers – take it or lose 

it; 

2. Paternity leave should be well compensated; 

3. Fathers should not be able to take paternity leave at the same time as mothers are on maternity 

leave; 

4. The Government needs to promote the importance of men being involved in childcare and 

encourage employers to support men in taking paternity leave. 

 

If the Government wishes to promote fathers being more involved in childcare more generally it also 

needs to: 

1. Enforce shorter working hours to stop a long hour‟s culture among fathers and enable them to 

participate in family life; 

2. Amend legislation on entitlement to flexible working so that employers have to justify 

refusing requests and provide incentives for  employers to introduce family friendly policies; 

3. Compensate parental leave for parents with children under five and  a proportion of it should 

be ring fenced for fathers. 
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If the Government wishes to enable mothers and fathers to have paid employment and share care it 

also needs to: 

1. Progress measures to promote gender equity in the labour market and especially to reduce the 

gender pay gap; 

2. Ensure that working parents have access to high quality affordable and flexible childcare, 

including after school and holiday care for school aged children. 
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Workcare Synergies 

This policy issues briefing has been funded from the EU Workcare Synergies project. 
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Dissemination of Research Framework Programme 
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University of Aberdeen(UNIABDN), Scotland , UK 

Roskilde University (UNIRUC), Denmark 

Vienna University of Economics and Business (WU Wien), Austria 

TARKI Social Research Institute(TARKI), Hungary 
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University of Brighton(UOB), England, UK 
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Seventh Framework Programme Theme 8 

Socio-economic sciences and humanities (SSH) 

8.1 Measures to support dissemination of research results 

 

www.workcaresynergies.eu 

 

 

Dr Michaela Gstrein,  gstrein@ihs.ac.at 

Dr Lillian Mateeva, mateeva@ihs.ac.at 

WORKCARE SYNERGIES is a support action with the aim of disseminating research findings of 

previous EU Framework Programme projects in the field of work-care. Our dissemination scheme is 

based on the concept of local key mediator teams, which are based in each of the seven countries 

where dissemination will take place. The mediator teams consist of local researchers, knowledge 

transfer and communication specialists. Local teams will implement local dissemination activities. 

WORKCARE SYNERGIES will: 

 collect, select and prepare relevant findings from different existing FP projects  

 in the form of (theme-specific and target-group oriented) discussion materials  

 and other dissemination tools (e.g. film, newsletter, folder, poster, homepage, etc.)  

 to make existing research findings available  

 to NGOs, policy makers, trade unions, labour representatives, regional organizations and 

services, companies, other local actors, interested parties, etc.  

 in local dissemination events and  

 summarize material and discussion results for publication. 

What? The British team will “translate” (i.e. collect, summarize, make understandable and accessible) 

findings from existing research projects within the EU Framework Programmes and initiate their 

discussion in a local context. 

http://www.workcaresynergies.eu/
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Where? This British team will implement local dissemination activities in north of Britain. Locations 

of dissemination are Scotland (Edinburgh) and London. 

Whom to reach? Through local events (1) in Scotland with the Grampian Research Network bringing 

together representatives from NGOs and local government officers (top/all levels) in the North of 

Scotland, who are normally out of the seminar/policy making loop due to their scattered and remote 

locations, (2) at the Scottish Government (top level) to bring together policy makers and members of 

Parliament in Scotland and (3) with policy makers (top/all levels) and NGOs through the Work 

Foundation in London. Through policy briefs: NGOs and policy makers (top/all levels) in Scotland 

and London. Through press: general public (e.g. newspapers). Through newsletter: all interested 

parties. Through panel discussions: exchange with user groups. 

What will be disseminated?: We will disseminate research findings from the following projects: 

 

 WORKCARE (2006-2009), a project on the social quality and changing relationships 

between work, care and welfare in Europe. 

 
 HWF (2000-2003), a project on households, work and flexibility. 

 

 CINEFOGO (2005-2009), a project on civil society and new forms of Governance  

in Europe. 

 
 RECWOWE (2006-2011), a project on reconciling work and welfare in Europe. 

 
 EQUALSOC (2005-2010), a project on economic change, quality of life and social cohesion. 
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