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Chapter 5.
  

Parental Care of Children:

Family Leave Policy and the Regulation of Working Time.

Principles of Policy Design 

An earner-carer society has several defining features.  One fundamental element is that

parents’ have ample time to care for their children.  Securing parents’ “time to care”, especially

during their children’s preschool years, would bring advantages on several fronts.  In general,

having substantial parental time at home is consistent with many families’ preferences, and it is

beneficial for children. Shoring up parents’ time to care for their own children would also be

advantageous to the extent that it eases the use of substitute carers for the youngest children,

many of whom work for poverty-level wages, especially in a market-based economy such as the

U.S.  While children’s earliest years create the most intense time conflicts for parents, parents

need time to attend to their children’s needs, both expected and unforeseen, throughout the life

cycle.

A second core element of an earner/carer society is an egalitarian division of labor.  Paid

and unpaid work would be shared equally between women and men -- across families if not

within each family. As we have argued, egalitarian divisions both inside and outside the home

have multiple advantages for parents, especially for mothers who have long paid a “mommy tax”

arising from partial or total specialization.  Many children would benefit from gaining more time

with their fathers. 



1  Two additional policy arenas are the subject of the next two chapters.  Chapter 6
addresses policies that provide high-quality education and care for children below school-age,
and public school schedules that educate children during hours that are compatible with parental
employment.  Chapter 7 concerns policies that ensure economic security to all families through a
package of cash benefits -- including means-tested assistance for low-income families, universal
cash benefits for all families with children, accessible unemployment insurance, and child
support insurance to replace the income of absent parents.
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A third core element of an earner/carer society is that families are assured a substantial

degree of economic security.  In particular, parents would not face economic hardship as a result

of withdrawing from paid work temporarily, or working reduced hours over longer periods of

time, in order to care for their children, especially their very young children.  Parents would have

access to wage replacement during periods of family leave, and high quality, well remunerated

employment at a range of weekly hours would be a reality. 

As we have argued, parents’ capacity to balance market responsibilities with caregiving,

and to allocate earning and caring equally between mothers and fathers, would be facilitated by a

package of government policies.  One set of public policies would guarantee and remunerate

family leave for both mothers and fathers, while another would regulate working time in order to

protect workers’ rights to spend time in caregiving without severe economic hardship or career

sacrifice.1  Policy provisions along these lines could play a substantial role in supporting families

that choose earner/carer arrangements today, by easing constraints that make that choice difficult

and costly.  Their development would also support a long-term transition towards an earner/carer

society, making it more feasible for substantial numbers of families to organize their time in

ways that support both caregiving and gender equality.



2 Nearly all family leave programs in all of these countries extend the same benefits to
parents who adopt as well as bear children.  Throughout this chapter, when we refer to
childbirth, in nearly all cases we mean childbirth or adoption; repeating that throughout seemed
unnecessarily cumbersome.
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One of the premises of this book is that the core elements of an earner/carer society --

ample parental time, gender equality, and family economic security -- should inform the design

of specific public policy provisions that would support such an outcome.  If we as a society

endorse an earner/carer framework as our “end vision”, then public provisions in support of that

end vision need to be designed with its defining elements in mind.  To that end, in the remainder

of this section, we lay out five principles of family leave policy design and four principles that

would guide the design of policies related to working time.  We then assess how the U.S. is

currently faring relative to these policy design principles and, subsequently, how other

industrialized countries are faring, drawing lessons along the way. 

Family leave policy: key principles

Family leave policies comprise a package of inter-related components.  In short, we use

the term family leave policy to encompass four types of provisions: maternity leave, paternity

leave, parental leave, and a catchall category often referred to as “leave for family reasons”. 

Maternity leave is granted only to mothers for a limited period around the time of childbirth and

during the first weeks and months of infancy.2  Paternity leave is granted only to fathers, also for

a limited period around the time of childbirth. Parental leave refers to longer-term leaves

available to both mothers and fathers, typically granted in addition to, and following, maternity

and paternity leave. Parental leaves grant parents time to care for their children up until about the



3 Parental leave is sometimes further divided into parental leave, typically conditioned on
employment, and child care -- or childrearing -- leave, which is often available to parents
regardless of their employment history; these are generally paid at a lower benefit rate and for a
longer duration.  We use the term parental leave to encompass both.
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age of preschool-entry.3  Leave for family reasons refers to provisions for brief increments of

leave (i.e., a few hours or days) taken to attend to unscheduled needs, for example, to care for a

sick child.  Each of these forms of leave could be unpaid (i.e., they grant job protection only) or

paid (i.e., they provide wage replacement).  

Policy provisions that would enable balanced, egalitarian earning and caring would cut

across all of these forms of leave, and would be designed in accord with several principles.  

First, mothers would be assured job security and wage replacement around the time of

childbirth and during the subsequent weeks and months.  Maternity leave provisions would be

generous enough to secure women’s attachment to the labor market throughout the childbirth

transition, and to allow them sufficient time at home as well.  Much research indicates that

having no or minimal maternity leave provisions encourages -- or forces -- many women to quit

their jobs at childbirth and re-enter the labor market later, usually with a new employer.  That

has disadvantageous consequences for women’s employment trajectories, and creates turnover

problems for employers.  In addition, many new mothers, and their families, suffer economically

when substantial earnings are lost during maternity-related employment breaks.  Other mothers,

and their children, face hardship when the absence of wage replacement pushes new mothers

back to the workplace sooner than they would otherwise choose.

Second, mothers and fathers would be granted periods of leave throughout their

children’s preschool years, with both job security and wage replacement.  Substantial parental



4  Peter Moss and Fred Deven (1999) describe the gendered effects of parental leave as a
Catch-22:  “If parental leave were equally taken by women and men, it might promote or
consolidate gender equality. But to be equally taken requires gender equality to be achieved
already, or to be further advanced than at present. If gender equality is not already advanced,
then parental leave may retard or even reverse progress towards its achievement (p. 14)”.

5  In Chapter 8, we review the literature on the impact of both short-term maternity leave
and longer-term parental leave on women’s labor market attachment and, by extension, on
gender equality in the labor market.
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leave provisions would be available throughout children’s earliest years, and parents would have

considerable flexibility as to when to take the allotted leave.  Like maternity leave, parental

leave would grant employed parents scheduled time for care, while securing employment

continuity and providing some insurance against lost earnings.

Third, gender equality would be embedded in all family leave policies.  Undoubtedly,

family leave policies create serious dilemmas with respect to gender equality.  If maternity leave

is generous and paternity leave is limited, and, even more so, if the vast majority of parental

leave days are taken-up by women, then family leave provisions will create new forms of gender

inequality.4  

Family leave policies can be designed to balance generosity with gender equality, with

different concerns arising with short- and longer-term leaves. In the weeks and months following

childbirth, generous maternity leave provisions generally have a positive effect on gender

equality, as they strengthen and secure women’s attachment to the labor market in the long run.5 

The gender egalitarian effects of short-term maternity leave would be further enhanced if

maternity leave were paired with generous paternity leave, as fathers would more fully share the



6 It is often argued that mothers’ needs for time off exceeds fathers’, and that family leave
policy should reflect that.  Indeed, mothers’ needs for time at home are likely to exceed fathers’
during the early postpartum period, perhaps the first three months, as they recover physically
from the birth.  If they breast-feed, mothers’ needs for leave time may exceed men’s during the
entire first year. Yet, after the first birthday, and throughout their children’s lives, “earner/carer”
mothers and fathers are envisioned to share caregiving equally.  We agree with Anne-Lise
Ellingsæter (1999), who underscores the difference between the first and later years of
motherhood.   She distinguishes “biological motherhood”, which lasts about one year, from
“political motherhood”, which includes “all the other care work mothers do in connection with
children (including economic provision, physical and psychological care), and its content is
defined politically and socially, by prevailing practices and ideas (p. 45)”.  
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intense burdens of early infancy, as well as the effects of a temporary break away from paid

work.6 

The effects of longer-term parental leave rights and benefits, which are extended to both

mothers and fathers, are much more complex.  Long leaves that result in an extended absence

from the labor market have mixed consequences for gender equality, largely because they are

taken overwhelmingly by women.  Persistent gender differences in the use of extended leaves

not only solidify gender differences in caregiving, they also exacerbate gender inequality in the

labor market. When mothers take substantially more leave time than fathers -- even if they

remain officially employed -- that increases human capital gaps between men and women.

Gender inequality is further exacerbated by demand-side factors, insofar as employers’ hesitate

to hire and promote workers, overwhelmingly women, who are expected to take long periods of

leave.  

Parental leave policies can be structured to encourage gender equality in the usage of

leave.  Equality in usage, or take-up, would be supported by high wage replacement levels -- to

reduce the likelihood that high earners (typically men) would forego the leave to which they are

entitled -- and by granting men parental leave entitlements that cannot be transferred to their
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female partners.  Some parental leave policies grant a leave entitlement to a couple, allowing the

possibility that the mother could take all of the leave granted to the family.  While that offers

some flexibility, the costs in terms of gender equality are potentially enormous.  A key design

principle in parental leave policy -- in support of an egalitarian earner/carer society -- is that men

would have their own, non-transferrable, rights and benefits.

Fourth, parents would have some job protection and benefits that extend throughout their

children’s lives.  Employed parents, with children of all ages, experience unexpected and

unscheduled events, for example, a child’s illness or school-related problem. Without sufficient

flexibility and protection over the long run, many parents -- mostly mothers -- opt out of paid

work altogether, concerned that employment would disallow attending to their children’s

occasional needs; others lose jobs due to work absences.  Still others take breaks as needed but

lose substantial pay, placing their families at economic risk.

Fifth, paid family leave policies would be designed to minimize the burden on individual

employers, and to reduce the risk that parents, or potential parents, would face employment

discrimination in hiring, promotion, or retention. Wages during family leaves would be replaced

through an insurance framework, rather than a mandate that requires individual employers to pay

the wages of their own employees on leave.  Ideally, payroll contributions to the funds used for

wage replacement would be supplemented by general tax revenues.  Properly designed financing

would spread the fiscal burden, which would reduce pressure on employers and, importantly,

minimize their opposition.  Furthermore, de-coupling employers’ fiscal liabilities from the use of

leave among their own employees lessens employers’ incentives to discriminate against

applicants or workers who are assessed as likely to take leave.
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Regulation of working time:  key principles

Similarly, working time policies consonant with an earner/carer society would be

designed according to four key principles.

First, normal full-time employment hours would be shortened (e.g., to 37.5 or 35 hours)

and those who work within those limits would have access to high quality employment,

including, ideally, a range of remunerative and rewarding professional careers.  Clearly, long

weekly employment hours deprive parents who work those hours of caregiving time and --

importantly -- they inhibit egalitarian divisions of labor at home. As one parent’s employment

time rises, the other’s unpaid work time often rises as well.  Because specialization tends to

occur along gender lines, long employment schedules often go hand in hand with high levels of

gender inequality in both paid and unpaid work.

Measures that limit working time -- through legislation and/or collective agreements --

usually operate by establishing normal working hours, above which overtime pay is triggered.

Limits on normal hours can reduce workers’ hours, both average hours as well as the share of

workers who work very long hours.  At the same, a substantial share of workers is generally

exempt from working time regulations, often because they are executives, administrators, or

professionals.  And, in many countries, these categories of workers are exactly those that work

the longest hours. For the most part, the employment hours of “exempt” workers remain beyond

the direct reach of most public policy.  However, an accumulating body of research indicates that

a handful of employers’ policies and practices can shorten the working time of their employees,

and that public policies could encourage employers to adopt these kinds of practices. Working

time regulation could also be designed to minimize the number of exempt workers.
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Second, employed parents would also have access to part-time work of high quality.  An

earner/carer society would be enabled by policies that grant parents -- if not all workers -- the

right to reduce their full-time hours to part-time when their children are young, and to return to

full-time hours as their children age.  Furthermore, employers would be prohibited from

discriminating against part-time workers with respect to hourly wages, benefits, and working

conditions.  Policies that make high quality part-time work more widely available would both

reduce economic losses incurred by part-time workers (mostly women) and their families, and

would help to pull more men into part-time employment.

Third, parents would not be obligated to work nonstandard hours -- i.e., evenings, nights,

weekends -- and those who do would receive extra compensation for the inconvenience and

added stress.  As we reported earlier, many parents in the U.S. work nonstandard hours, with

problematic social consequences for their families. A substantial share of parents who work

nonstandard hours do so because they have child care constraints; they seek employment during

“off hours” to accommodate family members who care for their children. But an even larger

share of parents who work these hours do so because of demand-side constraints; i.e., they are

the only hours available to them. Supportive policies would disallow or discourage employers

from obligating parents hired for standard hours to shift to evenings, nights, or weekends.

Furthermore, employers would be required or encouraged to provide some added compensation

for workers who do work these shifts. 

Fourth, parents would be enabled to take substantial periods of time off each year -- i.e.,

vacation time -- without risk of job loss or substantial lost pay.  While shorter weekly hours

extend parental time on a regular basis, vacation rights and benefits free up parents for
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concentrated stretches of time with their children. Opportunities for ample annual breaks also

help parents to care for their children during summers, when public schools are typically closed.

How Does Current U.S. Policy Fare Against These Principles? 

Are these principles of policy design reflected in policy provisions in place in the U.S.? 

In this section, we review U.S. policy provisions against these design principles; in the next

section, we ask the same question of our group of industrialized countries. 

Family leave policy

Without question, family leave policy in the U.S. today incorporates few of the principles

that we associate with policies supportive of earner/carer families.  In particular, paid maternity

leave is limited and largely left to the market; paid paternity leave is even rarer.  Parental leave is

granted by national law but without wage replacement, such that it offers virtually no economic

security.  On the positive side, there are some elements of parental leave law that are consistent

with encouraging gender equality in parental leave.  Also on the plus side are some protections

for those needing leave beyond the earliest years of childhood, for example, to care for an older

sick child.

In relation to the first family leave principle -- protections for mothers around the time of

childbirth -- the U.S. has no national policy that requires or funds paid maternity leave.  

Nevertheless, some new mothers do receive some paid leave, and that is partially shored up by

regulation. Two public policy measures -- the national Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978

and five state-based Temporary Disability Insurance (TDI) programs -- grant paid leave to new



7 Results from this same survey underscore that women with paid leave are far more
likely than those without paid leave to have returned to employment by the end of the first year.
Although the causality is not clearly established, 88 percent of new mothers with paid leave
returned within a year, versus only 50 percent of those who had no paid leave and quit their
employment; of those who quit and returned to employment, the vast majority returned to new
employers. Paid maternity leave is clearly limited in the U.S., and many new mothers experience
broken employment ties as a result. 

11

mothers within the framework of disability benefits. The Pregnancy Discrimination Act

mandates that public and private employers who offer disability benefits must extend them to

employees for pregnancy, childbirth, and pregnancy-related medical conditions. In addition, five

states -- California, Hawaii, New Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island -- have public TDI

programs, which provide some wage replacement in the event of short-term disabilities,

including maternity.  Across the five TDI states -- which include about a quarter of the U.S.

population -- average weekly benefits range from about $140 to $270, and average duration of

receipt ranges from five to 13 weeks (Wisensale 2001). In addition, a small percentage of new

mothers are granted paid leave voluntarily by their employers.  

Survey data reveal the percentage of American employed women who receive some

maternity pay, as a result of these public provisions or via voluntarily-provided employer

benefits. According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2001), as of the middle 1990s, among women

who were employed during their pregnancies, 43 percent received some paid leave during the

first 12 weeks after the birth (including maternity pay, sick pay and/or vacation pay) . The rest

received unpaid leave (40 percent), quit their jobs (27 percent), or were fired (4 percent). (The

sum here exceeds 100 percent due to multiple answers.)7

In addition to the limited availability of paid maternity leave, a second feature of

maternity pay provisions has problematic consequences: access to paid leave rises sharply with
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both educational level and earnings.  For example, employed women with a Bachelor’s degree or

higher are nearly four times as likely to have paid maternity leave as women with less than a

high school degree; they are twice as likely to have paid leave as women who have only high

school diplomas (U.S. Census 2001).  The U.S.’s heavy reliance on the market as a mechanism

of distribution, even if partially regulated, results in a system that is both insufficient in coverage

and sharply regressive. 

What about the second principle, protections for both parents during children’s earliest

years?  In contrast to paid maternity leave, parental leave -- albeit unpaid -- is addressed in U.S.

national law.  The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) of 1993 applies to employers with 50

or more employees and, within those establishments, to workers who have been employed for a

least 12 months and worked a minimum of 1,250 hours. If covered and individually eligible,

workers have the right to take off up to 12 weeks during the first year after the birth or adoption

of a child.  

While offering some important protections, the FMLA has two crucial weaknesses as

parental leave policy.  First, a substantial share of workers are employed in uncovered

establishments; almost 41 million Americans are not covered by the FMLA, or more than 40

percent of the private sector workforce nationwide (FMLA Statistics 2002).  

Second, FMLA-granted leave is unpaid, severely undermining many families’ economic

security as well as parents’ likelihood of taking some or all of the allotted leave.  Only about 25

percent of employers continue workers’ pay during FMLA-covered leaves, and another 25

percent offer partial pay or pay under certain circumstances; about 50 percent of employers

provide no pay during parental leaves (USDOL 2000).   The absence of wage replacement means
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that many parents cannot take advantage of their full FMLA rights to care for their young

children. Among those who take FMLA leave to care for a newborn, over two-thirds take fewer

than half of their allowable days (USDOL 2000). Nearly 90 percent of employees who do not

take FMLA leave when needed report that the reason is that they could not afford unpaid leave

(FMLA Statistics 2002).  Clearly, U.S. parental leave provisions are limited, and many parents

are left in precarious positions.

 And what about family leave and gender equality, the third principle?  Although the U.S.

provides very little in the way of public family leave, the FMLA has the advantage of embodying

some gender egalitarian elements -- probably because, by cross-national standards, it was such a

latecomer.  First, FMLA provisions are gender-neutral, meaning that women and men have the

same rights.  Second, women and men have their own entitlements and they cannot be

transferred between them.  Under the individual entitlement provisions of the FMLA, leave

granted to but not taken by a father is lost to his family, a feature that encourages male take-up. 

On the other hand, the absence of wage replacement severely undermines men’s use of the

FMLA and, not surprisingly, fewer fathers than mothers take FMLA leaves to care for newborns;

overall, FMLA leave-takers are 50 percent more likely to be women than men (USDOL 2000). 

Nevertheless, the FMLA’s structure lays some groundwork for gender equality, and that would

be much enhanced were the law expanded to include wage replacement.

As for the fourth principle, are employed parents in the U.S. enabled to attend to

unexpected concerns that arise throughout their children’s lives?  The FMLA does have the

advantage that it grants leave for reasons beyond parental care of newborns; in fact, nearly a

third of FMLA leaves are taken to care for seriously ill children, spouses, or parents (USDOL



8  Some states grant more comprehensive leave rights. For example, the 1998
Massachusetts Small Necessities Leave Act requires employers with 50 or more employees to
allow 24 hours per year of unpaid leave to eligible employees for certain family obligations. 
Covered obligations include “(1) participating in school activities directly related to the
educational advancement of a son or daughter of the employee, such as parent-teacher
conferences or interviewing for a new school; (2) accompanying a son or daughter of the
employee to routine medical or dental appointments, such as check-ups or vaccinations; and (3)
accompanying an elderly relative of the employee to routine medical or dental appointments or
appointments for other professional services related to the elders care, such as interviewing at
nursing or group homes (Schwartz Hannum 1998)”.

9  We return to ongoing efforts to reform U.S. family leave policy in Chapter 9.
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2000).  On the other hand, “seriously ill” is defined quite restrictively, and non-illness related

needs are not covered at all.8  Furthermore, the absence of wage replacement both deters families

from taking-up this leave and economically penalizes those who do. 

All in all, family leave policy in the U.S. comes up short on nearly every principle of

policy design, and by a substantial margin.  The consequences are weakened labor market

attachment for women, which in turn worsens gender inequality; economic insecurity for

families, especially for those headed by low-educated and low-income workers; and constraints

on parental time for caring for the youngest children. Since the middle 1990s, efforts have been

underway in several U.S. states to expand paid family leave, typically through the TDI

framework, or through reforms to Unemployment Insurance law. Gains have been minimal, due

at least in part to organized employer opposition.9

Regulation of working time

The situation with respect to working time policy in the U.S. is even more problematic

for workers and their families.  Working time policy, as it now stands, incorporates virtually



10 Other features of U.S. policy exacerbate the weak legislation on working time. Most
markedly, the absence of public social insurance benefits, especially national health insurance,
discourages many U.S. workers from seeking reduced-hour work, as employment-based benefits
are usually limited or absent; social security ceilings also push up workers’ hours, as employers
are not subject to payroll taxes above a certain amount.
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none of the principles associated with policies that would support an earner/carer society. 

National legislation -- the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938 -- establishes the work

week at 40 hours, meaning that, after 40 hours, overtime pay kicks in.  That threshold has not

changed in over sixty years, and is higher than that in place in several other countries.  

Furthermore, no national law and virtually no state laws address any of the other policy

design principles.  The FLSA sets no limit on total hours or on overtime hours, no right to work

part-time, no pay equity protections for part-time workers, no added compensation for

nonstandard hours, and no rules regarding vacation time.  And, collective bargaining, another

crucial mechanism for establishing working conditions, fills in very little of what labor

legislation neglects, as only 16 percent of workers in the U.S. are unionized (Bierhanzl and

Gwartney 1998).10 

While the FLSA establishes some crucial protections for workers, its provisions are

severely weakened by the large and growing share of workers who are not covered by the law. 

Over a quarter of American full-time workers are exempt from the FLSA’s regulation of working

time, generally because they are executives, managers, and professionals, as defined with respect

to their job duties. To be exempt, workers must also be paid on a salaried basis and earn above a

minimum level specified by the legislation; a few other categories of workers, such as computer-

related employees paid at high hourly rates, are also exempt.  According to the GAO (2000), in

1998, up to 26 million workers, or 27 percent of full-time workers, were exempt under these
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rules. The share of the labor market that is exempt has grown sharply in recent years, increasing

by nine million workers during the 1980s and 1990s alone.

According to the GAO (2000), the percentage of American workers who are exempt has

grown for several reasons -- some more logical than others.  First, the general shift from

manufacturing to services pushed up exemptions, as service jobs are more likely to be classified

as exempt. Second, employers have re-organized their workplaces to create more supervisors and

thus more exempt positions; for example, where one exempt supervisor in a grocery store used to

supervise eight workers, now three exempt supervisors each supervise two workers. Third, the

minimum salary limits for exempt positions have not been adjusted in over 25 years and inflation

has dramatically eroded them (prices and wages have tripled during that time); many low-income

workers are now classified as exempt who would be non-exempt had the salary thresholds been

adjusted over time.  The USDOL (2002) estimates that as many as seven million workers might

be shifted from exempt back to non-exempt were the salary thresholds adjusted for inflation.

Even if the exemptions were substantially reduced, many workers would remain exempt,

and, importantly, exempt workers’ hours tend to be substantially longer than average (GAO

2000).  White-collar workers’ hours are especially long, partly due to structural factors -- among

them, their FLSA-exemption status itself -- but also due to multiple individual and cultural

factors that are beyond the reach of most policy provisions. For the most part, we leave the issue

of the weekly hours of white-collar workers aside, as it falls outside the scope of our policy

focus. At the same time, nearly all of the other working time policies that we consider here -- for

example, the right to work to part-time temporarily and the right to annual vacations -- would

affect nearly all workers, including many who would not fall under direct hours regulations.



17

And, unfortunately, efforts are underway to undermine the little protection that is in

place.  Throughout the 1990s, reforms to the FLSA, that would weaken its protections, have been

introduced repeatedly in Congress.  These proposals have focused on one or both of these

reforms: first, overtime would be triggered after 80 hours of employment during a two-week

period, rather than 40 hours during a one-week period, and, second, employers could offer

“comp time” (generally at time and a half) rather than overtime pay.  U.S. labor advocates

vigorously oppose these reforms.  They oppose the two-week reference period because it would

both increase working hours and reduce overtime pay, and they oppose the “comp time”

provisions because, while they sound “family-friendly”, in practice, workers would likely to

have little control over when to take off the time that is assigned to them.  Advocates fear that

workers might find themselves with erratic work schedules, for example, working 60 hours one

week and ten the next (see, e.g., Golden 1997), and without overtime pay.

How Do Policies in Other Countries Fare Against These Principles?  

Comparative framework: three groups of countries

In this section, we ask how the thirteen countries (other than the U.S.) at the heart of our

cross-national comparisons fare with respect to the policy design principles that we identify as

consistent with an earner/carer framework. Throughout this section -- and in Chapters 6 and 7 as

well -- we organize our exhibits and discussion by grouping these countries into three fairly

homogeneous groups.  These groups include the four Nordic European countries of Denmark,

Finland, Norway, and Sweden; the six Continental European countries of Belgium, France,
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Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands; and three English-speaking countries,

including Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom. 

We adopted this grouping for several overlapping reasons. First, in recent years, much

cross-national welfare state research has used a parallel comparative framework, one that was

laid out theoretically and empirically by Danish sociologist Gosta Esping-Andersen in his 1990

book, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism.  Esping-Andersen established that the major

welfare states of the industrialized West fell into three clusters that were characterized by

common principles of social welfare entitlement and relatively homogeneous outcomes.  

In short, social policy in the Nordic countries is generally organized along social

democratic lines, with entitlements based in the universal rights of social citizenship. Social

policy in the Continental countries is typically linked to earnings and occupation, and public

provisions tend to replicate market-generated inequalities. In the Continental countries, social

policy is also shaped by the principle of “subsidiarity”, which stresses the primacy of the family

and community for providing dependent care and other social supports.  Social benefits in the

English-speaking countries are usually organized to reflect and preserve the market -- both

consumer and employer markets -- and most entitlements derive from need based on limited

resources.

As countless critics (including us) established throughout the 1990s, Esping-Andersen’s

theoretical framework paid little attention to gender or to care; his empirical work, for example,

omitted both family leave and child care and failed to address either unpaid work or working

time.  Yet, as researchers concerned with gender and care constructed new welfare state

typologies, it became clear that, with some important exceptions, the three groupings held up
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fairly well. That is true largely because the underlying principles that Esping-Andersen identified

tend to exist side-by-side with others that shape family policy as well.  Most importantly, in the

Nordic countries, the social democratic principles that guide policy design are generally paired

with a commitment to gender equality; the market-replicating principles in the Continental

countries are often embedded in socially conservative ideas about family and gender roles; and,

in the English-speaking countries, including the U.S., whereas gender equality tends to be

comparatively valued, the principles of the market nearly always take precedence.  

Overall, we find these country groupings to be a useful organizing framework, primarily

because they push us to think theoretically about social policy and also to see empirical patterns

across our 14 countries that we might other miss. Furthermore, working with these well-known

groupings will allow comparativists to readily situate our findings into the welfare state

literature.  And, finally, our fundamental concern is not to stress variation across other countries,

but to draw policy design lessons from them.  Grouping the countries allows us to easily

consider those that are more dissimilar from the U.S. (most notably, the Nordic countries) as

well as those that are more like the U.S. (the other English-speaking countries, most especially

Canada).  In a sense, the former often allow us to “dream big” and the latter to “think

practically”. In the rest of this chapter -- and in Chapters 6 and 7 -- we aim to do both. 

Family leave policy in comparative perspective

National provisions for two types of family leave -- maternity and parental -- are

summarized in Table 5.1.  While these types of leave are institutionally separate in most

countries, we consolidate them into a single exhibit to accommodate recent changes in two



11 In 1995, the European Union strengthened parental leave in its member countries,
when it enacted the EU Directive on Parental Leave. EU Directives are supra-national laws that
take precedence over the laws of individual member states. They apply to all member countries
and to Norway which, although not a member, implements EU Directives. EU Directives, thus,
affect provisions in all eleven of the European countries that we include.  

This Directive requires that all national measures provide men and women workers with
at least three months of parental leave, as distinct from maternity leave, following the birth or
adoption of a child, until a given age of up to eight years.  According to the Directive, conditions
of access to leave and detailed rules on parental leave are to be defined by national law and/or
collective agreement. The Directive also requires that workers be protected against dismissal on
the grounds of applying for or taking parental leave, that they have the right to return to the same
or similar job, and that they maintain previously acquired rights (EIRO 2002).  The Directive
compelled member countries to bring their parental leave measures into line by 1998 (or 1999, in
the U.K.).  Many were already in line; a few needed to make marginal changes and others
(including Belgium, the Netherlands, and the U.K.) passed substantial new legislation. 
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countries, Norway and Sweden, where maternity and parental leave have been consolidated into

unified systems of dual-parent provisions.

Table 5.1 reveals several key findings about how family leave programs are designed and

the extent to which they vary across our countries.  First, publicly-mandated maternity leave is

widespread and, in most countries, mothers are granted a substantial degree of economic security

during some or all of the first year after childbirth.  Second, most countries combine or

supplement paid maternity leave with paid parental leave, granted either to couples to share

between them, or to each parent separately, or some combination of the two.11  Third, the

generosity of benefits that can be claimed by mothers (various types of leave combined) varies

substantially, with the approximate weeks of full-time pay ranging from as little as just more

than one month to nearly a year.  In addition, the total duration of leave that can be claimed

(maternity and parental, paid and unpaid) also varies markedly, from less than a year to nearly

four years. Finally, nearly all countries allow parents to take their allotted leave in increments,



12 The exceptional nature of Australian and U.S. maternity leave policy are further
underscored by a 1998 U.N. survey, which found them to be two of only six countries out of 152
surveyed that have no national maternity leave law (ILO 1998).
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i.e., until their children turn age three, five, or even eight; and several allow parents to combine

pro-rated leaves with part-time employment.

We elaborate these findings briefly, stressing variation in both design and generosity.  All

of the Nordic and Continental countries provide paid maternity leave, as do the U.K. and

Canada; only Australia and the U.S. are exceptions.12  In two of the Nordic countries, Norway

and Sweden, maternity and parental leave are blended into a single program, in which couples

are granted an allocation of about a year, to be shared between them; wage replacement is high

for the whole period, at 80 to 100 percent.  The other Nordic countries, Finland and Denmark,

offer 18 weeks of maternity pay (at about two-thirds pay) -- although many employers in

Denmark “top up” the public benefits to provide full pay -- followed by separate parental leave

options.  

The Continental countries, overall, operate under a somewhat different model, offering

about three to five months of maternity leave, also with nearly full wage replacement, followed

by parental leaves which are paid but at substantially lower rates than in the Nordic countries. 

While all four Nordic countries tie some or all of parental leave benefits to wages (although

sometimes limited by a ceiling), most of the Continental countries pay flat-rate parental benefits,

and parental leave in the Netherlands is unpaid altogether.  Two Continental countries -- France

and Germany -- differ somewhat from their neighbors by offering extremely long, albeit low-

paid, “child care” leaves, lasting essentially three years.



13  Figure 5.1 includes only wage-related benefits of 50 percent or more, meaning that the
low parental leave benefits in Italy (at 30 percent of pay) and all flat-rate benefits are excluded. 
Thus, benefits in the Continental countries, and in the U.K., are undercounted, to some extent.
[*** Note: we can standardize these flat-rates in relation to average annual female earnings,
using the LIS data; to be completed this summer. ***]
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Two of the English-speaking countries -- the U.K. and Canada -- offer both paid

maternity and parental leaves.  In both, provisions are limited in cross-national perspective,

although in different ways. Maternity benefits in the U.K., for women with strong employment

ties, are paid at 90 percent of wages but for only six weeks, followed by 12 more weeks at a low

flat rate; the accompanying parental leave in the U.K. is unpaid.  Canada’s provisions are

generous in duration but, by European standards, the maternity component, especially, is

modestly paid.  Canadian mothers receive 15 weeks at 55 percent pay, followed by 35 weeks of

“share-able” parental leave, also at 55 percent pay.  Canada also lags her European counterparts

in allowing leave to be taken only until the child’s first birthday.  Australia resembles the U.S.,

with no paid maternity leave and only unpaid parental leave, although Australian parental leave

is substantially longer than that offered in the U.S.

The generosity of paid benefits for mothers is quantified and reported in Figure 5.1. This

figure reports approximate weeks of full-time wage replacement available to mothers, assuming

that mothers take all of the leave available to them through both maternity and parental leave.13

Clearly, the Nordic countries offer the most to mothers, paying them the equivalent of about 30

to 40 weeks of full-time pay; the Continental countries offer somewhat less (12 to 18 weeks),

lagging largely due to the absence of wage-related parental leave benefits.  When captured this

way, the generosity of the Canadian program stands out, raised in cross-national terms by the

relatively long duration of wage-related parental benefits; Canadian mothers could claim a full
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50 weeks at 55 percent pay, constituting a level of generosity that approaches levels seen in the

Nordic countries.  The exceptionally low level of provisions granted by Australian and U.S.

national policy are clear here.

Figure 5.2 reconfigures family leave policy designs differently, presenting comparative

generosity in terms of the total duration of maternity and parental leave combined, both paid and

unpaid, that could be taken by a two-parent family.  Here we see that three countries stand out

with very long leave periods -- Finland, France, and Germany -- all of which offer parents up to

three years of leave, most of which is paid at a low rate.  The remaining countries -- with the

exception of the U.S. -- offer parents various options to take between about 40 and 80 weeks of

leave, combining paid and unpaid provisions.  The U.S. allows the least time off; if both parents

are covered and eligible for FMLA leave, they can take 24 weeks of unpaid leave between them,

during the first year of their child’s life, well less than that granted in any of the comparison

countries. 

The gendered consequences of generous family leave provisions are complex and

contradictory, and our third principle of family leave policy highlights policy features that

promote gender equality.  If parental leave is taken-up mostly or exclusively by mothers,

mothers will have access to long periods of leave after their maternity leaves end. On the one

hand, that allows mothers ample time to care for their young children at home, while on the

other, it weakens their labor market attachment, relative to their male counterparts at home and

in the workplace.  If parental leave is shared between parents, then ample parenting time and

gender egalitarian caring can co-exist.  Table 5.2 reports elements of national family leave policy

that enable and encourage fathers to take leave. The table reports paternity leave benefits (short-



14 In some of the Nordic countries, policy designs focused on gender equality are
strengthened by public education campaigns aimed at reducing cultural resistence to fathers’
leave-taking. The Swedish government has undertaken a series of public campaigns, most
recently in the late 1990s, when a campaign directed at employers and unions emphasized the
“benefits of fathers’ taking parental leave for families, work organizations, children and society
(Haas and Hwang 1999:62).”  Ellingsæter (1999) reports that in Norway, policy actors have
successfully pushed fatherhood onto the political agenda: “While employment for women was
the main issue of policies in the 1980s... the caring father, and thus the domestication of men, is
the new issue of the 1990s (45).” 
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term benefits granted to fathers only) as well as incentives embedded in the design of parental

leave to encourage fathers to take some or all of the leave for which they are eligible.  As we

have reported, those incentives include non-transferable entitlements and high replacement rates.

Overall, three of the Nordic countries -- Denmark, Norway, and Sweden -- stand out on

all fronts.  Fathers are eligible for more benefits, and incentives were added during the 1990s to

encourage them to take them up.  In each of these countries, “share-able” parental leaves are

lengthened if fathers take some portion -- two weeks in Denmark, and four in Norway and

Sweden.  If these weeks are not taken by the father, they are lost to the family.  Although modest

in duration, these so-called “daddy quotas” send a signal that paternal leave-taking is valued and

encouraged, and discussions about lengthening these “use or lose” periods are underway in all

three countries.  Incentives for Norwegian and Swedish fathers to take leave are further

strengthened by the high replacement rates and, in Denmark, by both two more weeks granted

only to fathers (as paternity leave) and the fully individualized entitlement basis for the child

care leave.  Finland lags her Nordic counterpart with the absence of “daddy days” but grants

fathers a relatively generous -- in cross-national terms -- one week paid paternity leave.14  
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Provisions in the Continental countries embody far less gender egalitarian designs.  Italy

joins the Nordic countries by having a “daddy quota”; the family’s “share-able” parental leave is

extended by four weeks if the father take three months out of the 11 granted.  However, the low

replacement rate (30 percent) is a counterbalancing disincentive to take-up.  Three of the other

Continental countries grant individual, non-transferable, parental leave entitlements but, again,

no or low wage replacement is a strong disincentive to fathers’ take-up.  Furthermore, paid

paternity leave is virtually non-existent. 

Likewise, incentives for fathers’ leave taking is minimal among the English-speaking

countries.  In Australia and Canada, mothers can take 100 percent of the family’s maximum

allocation.   The U.K. -- like the U.S. -- grants fathers their own parental leave time, but the

absence of pay in both countries clearly discourages many men from taking any or much of the

leave to which they are entitled.

Figure 5.3 characterizes family leave provisions in two dimensions.  The horizontal axis

captures generosity in terms of total duration (the indicator presented in Figure 5.2) and the

vertical axis captures gender egalitarian policy design features, using a six-point index. 

Countries received one point if they have paid paternity leave, two points if fathers have non-

transferable parental leave rights (either “use or lose” portions of share-able leave or individual

entitlements), three points if benefits are wage-related and at 80 percent or higher, two points if

benefits are wage-related but at less than 80 percent; and one point if benefits are paid but only at

a flat rate.  

The results in Figure 5.3 reveal that generosity and gender egalitarian policy features

combine in a variety of ways.  Among the three countries with very long leaves, the design of
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Finland’s leave policy is -- not surprisingly -- substantially more gender egalitarian than the

policies in Germany and France, which incorporate virtually no elements that would encourage

fathers’ take-up.  Among the remaining countries, family leave generosity and gender equality

co-vary to some extent, with the Nordic countries, overall, both fairly generous and quite gender

egalitarian in design. The Continental countries -- France and Germany excepted -- offer

somewhat less generous leaves, on average, and incorporate less gender equality as well.  In this

context, we also see that the Australian and U.S.’s unpaid parental leave programs diverge in a

fundamental way.  The Australian leave period is twice as long; Australian families can share up

to a full year of leave, but mothers can claim the entire year’s leave.  In contrast, where U.S.

couples get a half a year between them -- 12 weeks each -- men’s allocations cannot be

transferred to their partners; any leave not taken by American fathers is lost to their families. 

The American program is less generous and more egalitarian.

The fourth principle of family leave policy that we identified indicates that parents

should have some rights and benefits that extend throughout their children’s lives, for example,

to care for them during temporary periods of illness.  Table 5.3 reports “sick child” policy

provisions across our comparison countries. All of the Nordic and Continental countries offer

some rights and pay to parents to care for sick children. The most generous benefits, by far, are

granted in the Nordic countries, which pay wage-related benefits for as many as 60 days

annually (Finland), 120 days annually (Sweden), or even a full year out of an 18-month period

(Denmark).  Provisions in the Continental countries are generously paid in most cases (100

percent of wages in Belgium, France, Germany and Luxembourg), but for generally no more

than 10 days per year.  The English-speaking countries provide unpaid leave only, and Canada
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has no protections at all.  American parents can take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave, under the

FMLA, to care for seriously ill children, which is generous in duration but severely weakened by

the absence of pay.

Our fifth and final principle of family leave policy design addresses financing.  To the

extent that benefits are financed through social insurance schemes -- and even more so, with

additional general tax revenues -- employers will not be unduly burdened, nor will they face

strong incentives to discriminate against actual or potential leave-takers. While work absences

will always present challenges to employers, the direct fiscal burdens of paid leave can be

alleviated. As reported in Table 5.4, all of the 12 countries with paid maternity leave finance

those benefits through social insurance schemes.  In most cases, maternity benefits are paid out

of sickness and/or health insurance funds, although in some cases (Norway, Belgium, and the

U.K.) they are paid out of social insurance funds that finance a broader array of programs; in

most countries, government subsidies fill in some of the costs. Exceptions to this pattern are

found in Denmark, where the government pays nearly the whole cost from tax revenues, and

Canada, which both finances and administers maternity benefits as part of unemployment

compensation.  Parental leave, when paid, is generally financed out of the same funds, but

general revenue financing often plays a larger role and, in some countries, discussions are

underway to shift more family leave to tax financing.  In Italy, for example, a 1998 agreement

among government, employers, and unions concluded “those social costs that are important for

society as a whole, such as maternity, should gradually be transferred to the general taxation

system” (Governo Italiano 2002).  



15 Expenditures in Germany include both the social insurance payments and the mandated
employer “top up” (reported in Table 5.4).  Note that these expenditure data are for 1995, except
for Luxembourg (1990), the Netherlands (1989), and the U.K. (1993).  Unfortunately, later
spending data are not yet available.  Some of the programmatic features described in Tables 5.1
and 5.2 were implemented after 1995.
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They key point here is that none of these 12 countries with paid leave rely on mandating

employers to provide wage replacement for their own employees -- as is sometimes advocated in

the U.S.  And when the social insurance financing draws heavily on employer contributions,

contributions are not “experience-rated” at the firm level, as the U.S., alone, does with

unemployment insurance.  These financing mechanisms work to reduce employer resistance,

both because they spread the fiscal risk across employers and because contributions are

supplemented by general funds. These design features also reduce the likelihood that leave takers

(and potential leave takers) will face employment discrimination.

Finally, we ask, how much do these programs cost?  Figure 5.4 reports combined

maternity and parental leave expenditures (based on an OECD spending series) in the countries

with national paid leave schemes.15  To control for substantial cross-national variation in rates of

female employment, we standardize total expenditures by dividing by the size of the female

workforce.  Not surprisingly, the Nordic countries invested the most in maternity and parental

leave ($697 to $885 per employed woman); spending levels were lower in the Continental

countries ($59 to $376) and in the two English-speaking countries with paid leave ($60 in the

U.K. and $160 in Canada).  While public expenditures are substantial for these family leave

programs, when considered per capita, the cost of paid leave is relatively modest, even in the

generous Nordic countries.  When we consider expenditures as a share of GDP, even the

generous Nordic programs cost no more than one percent of GDP.  In the Continental countries,
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these programs capture from as little as .06 percent of GDP in the Netherlands to .33 and .35

percent in Germany and France, respectively.  The Canadian program -- often held up as a model

for the U.S. -- cost only .16 percent of Canadian GDP in 1995. 

Working time policy in comparative perspective

Our first principle of working time policy calls for placing institutional limits on normal

weekly working time, in order to shorten hours to less than the 40-hour standard that still

prevails in the U.S.  Table 5.5 reports measures that establish and limit normal working hours

across our comparison countries, as of 2000/2001.  It is important to clarify that working time

measures, like family leave, have been implemented across these countries for diverse and ever-

changing reasons.  In many cases, they were aimed at reducing unemployment through work

sharing, and, in others, at improving health and safety conditions for workers.  Increasingly, the

stated rationale is to increase family time and -- especially in the Nordic countries -- to promote

gender equality as well. 

Table 5.5 reveals several key findings about how normal working time is established and

the extent to which normal hours vary across our countries.  A fundamental finding is that,

across countries, working time is influenced by diverse combinations of law and collective

bargaining. While collective bargaining plays a relatively small role in setting working

conditions in the U.S., it plays a major role in nearly all of the other countries.  In the U.S., as of

the late 1990s, only 16 percent of the labor force is unionized, and only 8 percent of employees’

wages are set by collective bargaining. In contrast, in Canada and in the U.K., 36 and 47 percent

of workers’ wages, respectively, are set by collective bargaining.  In all of the remaining



16 Data on the percentage of workers whose hours are set by collective bargaining are not
available.  We present these rates as a general indicator of the strength and coverage of unions.

17 A 1993 EU Directive on Working Time stipulated a 48-hour maximum work week.
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countries, that rate is 70 percent or higher, and in five countries -- Belgium, Finland, France,

Germany, and Sweden -- it is 90 percent or higher (Bierhanzl and Gwartney 1998).16  As

reported in the first column in Table 5.5., in some countries, the dominant mechanism for

regulating working time is labor law (e.g., France), while in others, it is collective bargaining

(e.g., Germany); in still others (e.g., Sweden), a strong statutory framework is supplemented at

the bargaining table.  Often, legislation establishes a minimum level of protection for workers,

and collective agreements supplement those protections.

Table 5.5 also reveals that, overall, working hours are limited by three overlapping

measures: the establishment of normal working hours (i.e., the overtime threshold), limits on

maximum allowable hours, and limits on total overtime hours.17  All across Europe, this

combination of mechanisms has reduced normal full-time weekly hours to below 40 hours -- i.e.,

to 35 hours in France, and between 37 and 39 hours everywhere else.  That said, the means to

that end varies across countries and, again, the Nordic and Continental countries tend to take

somewhat different approaches.

In all of the Nordic countries, hours are regulated by combinations of collective

agreements and labor law.  In these countries -- Denmark is an exception -- normal working

hours are set by law at 40, and then reduced for many workers, through agreements, to

somewhere between 37 and 39 hours.   In addition, legal maximum working hours are also set at

40 hours. According to the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working
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Conditions, when maximum working time is set equal to normal working time, that indicates a

particularly active role for the state in governing working time (EIRO 2001).  

In contrast, in most of our Continental countries, normal hours are set at 40 hours, and

maximum hours are set well in excess of that -- at 48 hours -- indicating that the law operates

more as a safety net (EIRO 2001).   In these countries, collective bargaining plays a key role,

establishing working time, again, in the range of 37 to 39 hours; in all of these countries, legal

maxima are set on overtime hours as well. The most unusual case is France, where labor

legislation in 2000 reduced the statutory work week to 35 hours with no reduction in pay; 25

percent overtime must be paid for hours worked between 36 and 43, and 50 percent overtime for

weekly hours above 43.  Perhaps most remarkable about the French case -- a drama that is still

unfolding -- is that the French courts ruled that the law applies to virtually all workers, including

most highly-skilled, salaried workers. A large team of working-time inspectors visits

workplaces, enforcing the law.

Across the English-speaking countries, there are substantially fewer institutional limits

on working time -- and, as we report in Chapter 8, the consequence appears to be longer average

working hours.  Australia is an exception, where the unique award system establishes 35- to 38-

hour weeks for many workers.  The U.K. leaves working time largely to collective agreements;

the average award is 37.5 hours, but union coverage is far from universal. Canadian workers’

hours are limited by national and provincial laws; normal hours are longer than those seen in

Europe, with fewer than 50 percent of workers in jurisdictions with normal hours set as low as

40 hours.  The U.S.’s FLSA also sets normal working time at 40 hours, although over a quarter

of workers are exempt. Furthermore, like neighboring Canada, U.S. law sets no legal limits on
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maximum hours, or on overtime hours.  In medium and large enterprises in the U.S., 86 percent

of full-time employees have weekly work schedules of 40 hours or more (USDOL 1999).

Our second principle -- which calls for establishing high-quality, remunerative, part-time

work -- is reflected in Table 5.6.  Most important here is that policies that improve part-time

work are in the midst of rapid change across Europe, following the adoption of the 1997 EU

Directive on Part-Time Work.  According to the official language in the Directive:

“The purpose of the agreement is to eliminate discrimination
against part-time workers and to improve the quality of part-time
work.  It also aims to facilitate the development of part-time work
on a voluntary basis and to contribute to the flexible organization
of working time in a manner which takes into account the needs of
employers and workers (EIRO 2002).

All eleven of our European countries -- including the U.K. -- have implemented the Directive via

national measures that, again, combine legislation and collective agreements in diverse ways.

The Directive required regulation that prohibits employers from treating part-time workers less

favorably than “comparable full-time workers”; the national measures that have been enacted

generally cover pay, social security and occupational benefits, training and promotion

opportunities, and trade union rights.  Early evaluations of the implementation processes and the

effectiveness of these policies are underway all across Europe.

The EU Directive also urged -- but did not require -- member states to “eliminate

obstacles” that limit opportunities for part-time work and instructed employers to “give

consideration” to workers who request transfers between part-time and full-time work as their

personal and family needs change.  The second column of Table 5.6 report examples of measures

that grant workers the right to move between part- and full-time work. The rationale for these

regulations is two-fold: first, to grant workers flexibility and time for caring and, second, to



18  As we will report in Chapter 8, occupational segregation between part-time and full-
time workers is relatively low in Sweden, and there is no part-time/full-time pay gap. The right
to work part-time during children’s early years likely contributes to these outcomes, as many
part-time employees work side-by-side with full-time workers (Bardasi and Gornick 2002).  
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lessen the segregation of part-time workers into separate jobs, occupations, and industries,

relative to full-time workers.  If workers can shift between part-time and full-time, while

retaining the same job, the marginalization and segregation of part-time work would be lessened. 

In a sense, Sweden had already set the “gold standard” on the right to part-time work,

enacting a law in 1978 that grants parents the right to work six hours a day (at pro-rated pay)

until their children turn age eight.18  After the 1997 Directive, Germany, for example, extended

the right to work part-time to all employees in enterprises with 15 or more workers; Netherlands

established a similar right for employees in enterprises of 10 of more workers.  Belgium

extended employees the right to work 80 percent time for five years.  France enacted a right to

part-time work, but for parents only.  In most cases, these regulations give employers a safety

valve; they can refuse a change on certain business grounds, but those ground are often subject

to judicial review.  Furthermore, as reported in Table 5.1, several European countries allow

parents to work part-time while collecting pro-rated parental leave benefits.  That means that, for

many European parents with very young children, legislation grants them the right to work part-

time and social insurance offers some wage replacement for the reduced hours.  

In some European cases, other recent measures encourage demand for part-time work --

again, presumably, high-quality work, given the totality of the Directive. Germany and Italy, for

example, now offer employers reductions in social insurance contributions if they create part-

time jobs.  A variety of innovative schemes are in various states of experimentation.  In the late
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1990s, Finnish localities established “6+6" work hours, scheduling two six-hour shifts in order to

offer reduced-hour work to public employees while increasing the public’s hours of access to

services.  Probably the most comprehensive state effort underway to increase high-quality part-

time work is in the Netherlands.  The 2000 Work and Care Act includes several measures aimed

at improving part-time work for Dutch women and, especially, for men.  The Act is intended to

encourage a “three-quarters job model”; in the long-run, the idea is that couples will hold “one

and a half jobs” between them, allowing time for care and gender equality as well (EIRO 2001).

In contrast, the non-European countries -- Australia, Canada, and the U.S. -- have few

protections in place for part-time workers and no measures aimed at creating high-quality part-

time work.  Local jurisdictions in both Australia and Canada offer some protections, but they are

weak by European standards.  And in the U.S., the FLSA grants part-time workers only the

minimum wage; no protections inhibit employers from granting their part-time employees lower

wages and fewer benefits than their full-time counterparts. One recent study found that American

part-time workers earn about 22 percent less than full-time workers, controlling for age,

education, occupation, and industry -- a large pay gap by cross-national standards (Bardasi and

Gornick 2002).

Our third working time policy principle calls for alleviating the pressure on parents to

work nonstandard hours -- i.e., evenings, nights, weekends -- and for compensating those who do

for the inconvenience and added stress.  Table 5.7 summarizes measures that influence

employment during non-standard hours across our comparison countries, either for parents or for

all workers.  Again we find some commonality across the European countries, but with

somewhat different models in the Nordic versus the Continental countries.  
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The Nordic countries limit the opening hours of enterprises during evenings, nights, and

weekends, although -- like all of Europe and North America -- the trend in recent years has been

toward the deregulation of opening hours (Skuterud 2001). Nevertheless, restrictions remain, and

exceptions are generally spelled out in the law, e.g., for transportation, health services,

restaurants, and hotels.  What also marks the Nordic countries are especially high pay premia for

nonstandard shifts. In both Finland and Denmark, for examples, many Sunday workers receive

double pay, and one study of the EU member countries finds that Swedish workers are the most

likely to receive to compensatory pay for Sunday hours (Eurostat 2000).   Pay premia, of course,

offer extra compensation for workers in those shifts but they also reduce labor demand during

those hours; ideally, employers shift some portion of that work to standard hours.  

In the Continental countries, we find a somewhat different orientation -- one that stresses

both family caring time and elements of protectionism focused on women; these features are

consistent with an overall disposition in the Continental countries to emphasizing the family as

the primary locus of caring, blended with elements of social conservatism.  In addition to general

limits on enterprise hours and some compensation for nonstandard hours, several of the

Continental countries restrict night-time employment among pregnant women and/or postpartum

mothers. Despite a 1991 European court ruling that all bans on women’s night work violate a

1976 EU Directive on Equal Treatment, the issue of women’s night work remains contested.

During the 1990s, at least three of these countries -- Germany, Italy, and Luxembourg -- were

advised by the EU that their bans on night work for pregnant women and women with newborns

breached the EU Directive on Equal Treatment; negotiations are still underway. 
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At the same time, another -- perhaps more progressive -- policy measure is seen in Italy. 

Italian employers are restricted from requiring male and female workers to work night shifts, if

they have dependent children.  By law, there is “no obligation for male and female workers to

accept night-time shifts if they have a child under three years, or if they are the single parent of a

child under 12, or if they live together with a disabled person. The law that was approved by

Parliament [in 1999] recognizes the caring work of both parents and provides special protection

to single-parent families. It also encourages the sharing of family responsibilities between

women and men (Governo Italiano 2002).”  This is a policy strategy aimed at preserving caring

time while supporting -- or at least not impeding -- gender equality in caregiving. 

 In the English-speaking countries, there are fewer restrictions on enterprise hours, no

restrictions focused on women, and no provisions aimed at protecting parents or other workers

with dependents.  In some cases, nonstandard hours are compensated through pay or time-off

bonuses, but extra compensation is generally substantially less that what is paid in both the

Nordic and Continental countries.

Table 5.8 reports the regulation of vacation time, which corresponds to our final principle

related to working time. As with part-time work, all eleven of our European countries, including

the U.K., have implemented a relevant EU Directive, via national measures that combine

legislation and/or collective agreements.  The 1993 EU Directive on Working Time stipulated

that employees be granted not less than four weeks of paid vacation per year, an increase from

the three weeks previously required.  All of the European countries have codified at least that

much vacation in their laws, with about half requiring a fifth week (25 days); in several,
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collective agreements add more vacation time.  Denmark, Germany, and the Netherlands stand

out as countries with the most vacation time, about 30 days a year.  

Among the remaining English-speaking countries, Australian vacation measures are

roughly equivalent to those reported in Europe -- typically about 20 days -- whereas Canada

mandates 10 days per year, although collective agreements typically lengthen Canadians’

vacation rights.  In the U.S., the primary legislation, the FSLA, makes no provisions for pay for

time not worked, including both federal or other holidays and vacation days; American

employees at medium and large enterprises, with less than five years of service, average about

ten days per year. Not surprisingly, that the U.S. has been dubbed "the most vacation-starved

country in the industrialized world" (Woodward 2002).

Conclusion 

Our cross-national comparisons reveal that time poverty is much less of a problem for

parents in several other industrialized countries than it is for American parents. While varied

cultural and labor market factors clearly explain some of the difference in working time, there is

no question that public policy explains a substantial portion.  Parents in other countries,

especially throughout Europe, are aided in balancing employment and parenting by a variety of

protections  -- paid maternity and paternity leave, paid parental leave, sick child leave,

limitations on normal and maximum working time, rights to part-time work with discrimination

protections, limits on (or compensation for) work during non-standard hours, and mandated paid

vacations.  In most cases, replaced wages, when paid, are financed through social insurance
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schemes with subsidies from general revenues, which both minimizes strain on employers and

employment discrimination aimed at parents.

Furthermore, in some countries -- clearly, not all -- some components of the policy

package are designed not only to secure mothers’ caring time, but also to enable and encourage

fathers to limit their employment time and to participate in caring at home.  Provisions in the

Nordic countries, in particular, provide policy design models that value and encourage gender

equality. Parental leave provisions are designed to allow and motivate fathers to participate; that

means that wage replacement rates are high, and fathers are granted at least some leave that they 

cannot transfer to their female partners.  Working time provisions are gender-blind, refraining

from protectionism targeted on women -- at the very least helping to send the signal that both

women and men have obligations to care for young children, even during the first year of

infancy. Furthermore, across the Nordic countries, gender equality pervades the policy language,

and concrete measures are often shored up by public education campaigns that stress the value of

fathers’ involvement in caring.  There are elements of gender equality in the Continental

countries, but less than in their Nordic neighbors, and some policy features actually undermine

egalitarian results, e.g., low parental leave wage replacement rates and policy provisions that

single out women for employment protections.

Undoubtedly, a package of family leave and working time policies along the lines of

those provided throughout Europe -- especially in the Nordic countries -- would ease the strain

that American parents experience as they struggle to balance parenting and employment. Yet

another question looms large, especially in American policy discourse, and that is whether these

policies are harmful to the macroeconomy.  Did social protections such as these -- generous
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social insurance provisions blended with protective labor market regulations -- cause the high

rates of unemployment that plagued many of the European countries during the 1980s and

1990s?  Many fiscal conservatives, especially, argue that the combination of high payroll taxes

and regulatory restrictions has had a disemployment effect, rendering these family-friendly

provisions too economically costly to justify the benefits for the families they serve.

The reality is that the relationship between social protection and unemployment remains

a complex and contested question. In a recent review of the literature, Nickell (1997) concludes

that some welfare state features do seem to drive up unemployment rates, in particular,

unemployment benefits paid for extremely long durations coupled with weak active labor market

policies.  Yet, other welfare state and labor market features that are often viewed as hazardous to

employment -- such as high payroll taxes, high overall taxes, and strict employment protections -

- have been no more common in high-unemployment than in low-unemployment countries.  

Further complicating the causal story is that, during the late 1990s, in several European

countries, many of the provisions reviewed in this chapter were expanded and strengthened

while unemployment rates fell nearly everywhere.  It is true that during the latter half of the

1980s and the 1990s, welfare state restructuring and labor market deregulation topped policy

agendas throughout Europe, and real changes were enacted.  Along with unemployment

compensation, old-age pensions and disability benefits were trimmed, and several countries

loosened a variety of labor market regulations. However, as European policy-makers drew

lessons about policy successes and failures throughout these years, one development is clear:

both family leave provisions and working time protections were expanded and strengthened in

several countries, and those expansions were driven forward by a series of newly-enacted
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European Union Directives.  Between 1980 and 1995, across Europe, expenditures on maternity

and parental leave (per employed woman) doubled, as benefits were raised and new programs

enacted (Gornick and Meyers 2001). Furthermore, labor market regulations aimed at shortening

working time and protecting part-time workers were strengthened, and national-level policy

developments are currently underway in several countries.  

Nevertheless, American policy-makers understand these policies to be harmful, and

reports of the demise of European social protections flood the U.S.  Yet, the reality is that the

European experience, overall, provides encouraging evidence that these family leave policies

and working time regulations have political support and that, overall, they are understood to be

economically feasible -- feasible enough to be protected and even expanded during times of

fiscal austerity and restructuring.  The economic feasibility of family leave in particular is further

supported by recent policy developments in Canada, where provisions were also substantially

expanded during the late 1990s.  Increasingly, it seems clear that the absence of policies that

secure parental caring time in the United States cannot be justified on economic grounds.



41

References

” to be added

” sources in tables are marked by “sxxx”, followed by the year to which the
information pertains; references will added as string cites at bottom of each table.


