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FOREWORD 

The Hon Julia Gillard AC, 27th Prime Minister of Australia and 

Chair of the Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, King’s 

College London. 

 

The question of how we design parental leave is, at its core, a 

question about what kind of society we want to be. 

For too long, the answer embedded in policy has been the 

same across too many countries: caregiving is women's work. 

Not because anyone wrote that down, but because the 

systems we built assumed it. Maternity leave that lasts months; paternity leave measured in 

days. Payments are often so low that many families cannot afford to take leave, unless the 

lower-earning parent, usually the mother, ends up staying at home. Fathers may have the 

formal right to share in early childcare but are given every institutional reason not to. 

 

This report, produced by researchers at the King's Global Institute for Women's Leadership, 

lays bare how three very different countries, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Poland, 

have designed their parental leave systems. Each has a different approach. The 

consequences of those choices are visible in the data: which parent takes leave, for how 

long, at what cost to their career, and on what terms they return to work. 

 

As Australia's former Prime Minister, I have watched my own country make significant 

strides in recent years. Reforms have expanded paid parental leave, restructuring the 

scheme to give fathers a genuine stake, and beginning to address the long-standing gap in 

retirement entitlements for women who take time out of paid work. These are meaningful 

reforms, and this report gives them proper credit. But Australia has further to go. As long as 

the payment rate remains tied to the minimum wage, many higher-earning fathers will 

continue to face a real financial penalty for taking leave, and the data will continue to show 

that most of the leave is taken by mothers. 

 

The comparison with Poland is instructive and, in some ways, surprising. Rapid reform 

following the European Union’s Work-Life Balance Directive, introduced non-transferable, 

adequately paid leave reserved for fathers. Within a few years, uptake of parental leave has 

risen from near zero to nearly a quarter of eligible fathers. This demonstrates that behaviour 

changes when policy gives it a genuine reason to. 
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The United Kingdom's picture is the most concerning and one that needs most urgent 

action. A comprehensive set of entitlements on paper, but a system characterised by flat rate 

pay that most families cannot live on, negligible take-up of Shared Parental Leave, and a 

reform trajectory that has stalled. The UK risks not just falling behind European neighbours 

but increasingly becoming an outlier on the world stage. The consequences are felt most by 

women and lower-income families. 

 

The evidence in this report points clearly to what works: earnings-related pay that makes 

leave financially viable for both parents; non-transferable entitlements that give fathers leave 

they will actually lose if they do not use it; and policy designed in genuine coordination 

with the childcare system, so that the progress made during leave is not undone in the 

months immediately after it ends. 

 

These are not radical ideas. They are, by now, well-evidenced ones. What they require is 

political will, and the willingness to treat gender equality in caregiving not as a nice 

ambition but as a policy objective worth designing and funding for. 

I commend this report to policymakers, employers, advocates, and anyone who cares about 

the world their children will inherit. The question it poses is urgent: if not now, when? 

 

Julia Gillard 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides a comparative analysis of parental leave systems in the United 

Kingdom, Australia, and Poland – three high-income OECD economies that have adopted 

fundamentally different approaches to the design, financing, and administration of their 

parental leave systems and represent different welfare state regimes. The review evaluates 

each system across six dimensions: financial generosity, job protection, support for father 

involvement, flexibility and accessibility, alignment with childcare systems, and equity of 

access. Its findings are relevant not only to the three countries examined but to a wider set 

of OECD and EU member states grappling with similar challenges around gender equality 

in caregiving, maternal labour market participation, and child wellbeing. 

 

The three systems in brief. The UK offers a comprehensive range of leave types but is 

characterised by flat-rate, poorly paid entitlements (25% of the median full-time wage) after 

the first six weeks of maternity leave, negligible uptake of Shared Parental Leave (1% of 

mothers, 4% of fathers), and a system that has changed little since 2015. Australia occupies 

an intermediate position (largely thanks to the changes introduced since 2022): a 

government-administered, minimum-wage flat-rate scheme (65% of the median full-time 

wage) that is actively expanding, with 74% of eligible mothers and 40% of eligible fathers 

using paid leave, and a reform trajectory that is gradually embedding greater gender 

neutrality. Poland offers the most generous system – earnings-related benefits of 70-100% 

of prior salary, eleven weeks of non-transferable father-specific leave with twenty-nine 

weeks reserved for mothers and remaining twenty-three weeks to be shared between the 

parents, and a rapidly rising father uptake following the 2023 reform, driven by the EU 

Work-Life Balance Directive. 

 

What the comparison reveals. Despite their differences, all three countries share a common 

challenge: mothers take the overwhelming majority of leave, including the gender-neutral 

parental leaves; fathers face workplace penalties for caregiving; and pay level is one of the 

most important determinants of whether leave is taken at all. The key differences lie in how 

well each system addresses these challenges through its design. 

 

Lessons for the UK.  Poland's experience demonstrates that non-transferable, adequately 

paid father-specific leave produces rapid and measurable shifts in behaviour – father uptake 

rose from near zero to 24% within two/three years following the 2023 reform. Both Poland 

and Australia also offer comparatively higher wage replacement rates during parental leave, 
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which strengthens incentives for take-up and helps explain higher engagement among 

fathers.  

 

What needs to change. The UK's most critical weakness is the absence of adequately paid 

non-transferable father-specific parental leave – without it, the default caregiving 

arrangement remains maternal regardless of what Shared Parental Leave policies formally 

permit. The current father-specific leave is poorly paid (25% of the median full-time wage), 

which prevents many fathers from using it. Australia's primary gap is the flat minimum-

wage payment rate, which limits uptake among higher-earning fathers, and the absence of 

any formal link between the end of leave and subsidised childcare. Poland's main challenges 

are the exclusion of workers on precarious contracts, regional inequalities in childcare 

provision, and the legislative exclusion of non-traditional families from a system built around 

a heterosexual definition of parenthood. 

 

The core lessons for policymakers are clear: earnings-related pay drives uptake; non-

transferable father quotas are a necessary condition for gender-equal caregiving, not a 

marginal design feature; and parental leave policy cannot be evaluated or reformed in 

isolation from childcare provision. The UK faces a choice between continued incremental 

adjustment of a stagnating system and more fundamental reform, one that the international 

evidence strongly suggests is overdue. This is especially true when we compare the UK at 

the international level, where, regarding paternity leave provisions, the UK falls drastically 

behind not only its European neighbours but also among the OECD member states. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Parental, maternity, and paternity leave systems are a cornerstone of modern social policy, 

shaping not only the well-being of families but also broader economic and societal 

outcomes. The design of these policies influences how parents balance paid work and 

caregiving responsibilities, with important implications for gender equality, labour market 

participation, and child development. When combined with accessible childcare systems, 

such policies can help balance caregiving responsibilities and paid work across the life 

course. 

 

This report aims to compare the leave policy systems of three high-income OECD 

countries, namely the UK, Australia, and Poland. Our focus lies in comparing the UK to 

other international cases of comparable countries to gain insights as to what the UK is doing 

well, but also what can be done better. The report will first present a short literature review 

of the relevance of parental leave policies regarding gender equality and labour market and 

economic outcomes for the country. Then it will present the case of why we are comparing 

the three countries chosen in this report. Next, it presents the three countries’ leave 

schemes, which is followed by a comparison of the three systems and what each country 

does well, and what can be improved. The report ends with concluding words around what 

makes a good parental leave scheme to enhance both gender equality and family well-being, 

supporting the economic growth of the country. 

POLICY RELEVANCE FOR GENDER EQUALITY, LABOUR MARKETS, 
AND CARE 

Parental leave policy is intrinsically linked to gender equality, labour market participation, 

and the organisation of care within households. By shaping how families allocate time 

between paid work and caregiving, leave policies influence both economic outcomes and 

social norms. 

 

A substantial body of evidence demonstrates that parenthood continues to generate 

markedly different labour market outcomes for men and women. Mothers often experience 

reduced working hours, slower career progression, and persistent wage penalties relative to 

both fathers and childless women (Gash et al., 2025; Costa Dias et al., 2018). This 

phenomenon – commonly referred to as the motherhood penalty – is widely documented 

across high-income countries (Angelov et al., 2016; Budig & England, 2001; Global 

Institute for Women’s Leadership, 2021a, 2021b; Jones et al., 2023; Kleven et al., 2019). In 
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contrast, fathers frequently experience no comparable disadvantage and may even benefit 

from a “fatherhood bonus” (Angelov et al., 2016; Hodges & Budig, 2010; Lundberg & 

Rose, 2002), reflecting persistent assumptions about men’s roles as primary earners and their 

subsequent need to prioritise work. 

 

These disparities are shaped not only by family responsibilities but also by institutional 

factors, including the design of parental leave policies (Mandel & Semyonov, 2006). Long 

maternity leave, especially coupled with minimal paternity leave, may increase employers’ 

bias against not only actual mothers, but any potential mothers – women in general, as they 

may be perceived as a potential (future) cost for the company. Long maternity leave with 

short or minimal leaves for fathers, even in cases of gender-neutral leaves where it is mostly 

women who take them up, may set a status quo in the household where women are seen as 

the primary carer.  Career interruptions associated with maternity and parental leave can 

reduce opportunities for skills acquisition, professional development, and job mobility, 

contributing to lower long-term earnings for mothers (Cukrowska-Torzewska & Matysiak, 

2020; de Linde Leonard & Stanley, 2020). After returning to work, mothers also tend to 

continue bearing most childcare responsibilities, limiting their ability to work long hours, 

pursue promotions, or change jobs for career advancement (Goldin, 2014). Employer 

behaviour may further reinforce these patterns, as mothers are often perceived as less 

committed or less available for work due to assumed caregiving responsibilities 

(Cukrowska-Torzewska et al., 2025; Hipp, 2020; Becker et al., 2019; Oesch et al., 2017; 

Correll et al., 2007). In fact, studies have shown how the motherhood penalty increases in 

countries where leaves allocated for mothers are very long (Misra et al 2011). 

Financial design plays a crucial role. In most OECD countries, parental leave benefits 

replace a substantial share of previous earnings, reducing income loss during leave and 

encouraging both parents to participate (OECD, 2025). International policy research 

generally considers leave to be adequately paid when benefits replace at least two-thirds of 

prior earnings (Dobrotic et al., 2025). Where leave payments are low or flat-rate, financial 

constraints may discourage fathers – who often earn more on average – from taking leave, 

reinforcing traditional caregiving patterns. 

 

At the same time, parental leave policies can play an important role in mitigating these 

inequalities. Well-designed leave systems help maintain mothers’ attachment to the labour 

market while enabling families to care for young children. Notably, the effects of leave 

depend strongly on its duration and design. Very short leaves may force parents – especially 

mothers – to exit employment prematurely, while excessively long leaves can weaken 

labour market attachment and exacerbate career penalties (Evertsson & Duvander, 2011; 
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Kunze, 2022; Mandel & Semyonov, 2006; Misra et al., 2011). Leave systems that are either 

allocated primarily to mothers or gender-neutral but highly transferable tend to reinforce 

maternal caregiving roles. In contrast, non-transferable leave reserved for fathers – often 

referred to as “father quotas” – creates a direct incentive for men to participate in childcare 

(Farre & Gonzalez, 2019).  

 

One of the most effective mechanisms for reducing gender inequalities associated with 

parenthood is increasing fathers’ participation in childcare, which can be achieved by 

encouraging fathers to use parental leave (Kleven et al., 2026). Research shows that when 

leave is adequately paid and includes non-transferable “use-it-or-lose-it” entitlements for 

fathers, uptake among men increases significantly (Lott & Klenner, 2018; OECD, 2025). 

Similar effects are observed when fathers’ leave is actively incentivised, for example, 

through policies granting additional parental leave if fathers make use of their entitlement 

(Correia et al., 2021; Samtleben et al., 2019). Greater paternal involvement in early 

childcare can promote a more equal distribution of caregiving responsibilities within 

households (Huerta et al., 2014; Nepomnyaschy & Waldfogel, 2007; Tanaka & Waldfogel, 

2007) and improve long-term labour market outcomes for mothers. 

 

Notably, cultural norms interact with policy design in shaping outcomes. In many societies, 

expectations about men as breadwinners and women as primary caregivers persist even 

when women earn as much as or more than their partners. As a result, policy structures that 

fail to address these norms may unintentionally reinforce them. Conversely, well-designed 

parental leave policies can gradually shift norms by encouraging fathers’ involvement in 

childcare and supporting more equal labour market participation (Bünning, 2015; Kleven et 

al., 2026). 

WHY THESE THREE COUNTRIES 

Rather than comparing the UK with high-performing welfare states such as Denmark, 

where differences in institutional scale and historical development may limit the feasibility 

of policy transfer, we instead select more comparable cases. Here, we have chosen Australia 

and Poland as our two comparison case studies. 

 

Australia is a most-similar case comparison to the UK in that it has a historical tie to the UK 

as a commonwealth country, and like the UK, is categorised as a liberal market economy, 

with regard to its welfare state regime and mode of capitalism (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Hall 

& Soskice, 2001). Although the UK has a larger population (65 million vs Australia’s 27 

million), with regards to wealth, it is comparable (5th largest economy in the world vs 14th 
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largest economy in the world for Australia), and Australia has a larger GDP/capita (£47k) 

compared to the UK (£43k). With regards to labour market structures1, the UK has a higher 

employment rate (78% men and 72% women) compared to Australia (men 68%2 women 

61% in 2025), although the gender gaps in employment rates are similar. Maternal 

employment rates are relatively high in both countries, at around 74% in the UK and just 

over 72% in Australia (2021 or latest available) (OECD, 2021), though Australia exhibits a 

slightly higher reliance on maternal part-time work (37% of mothers in Australia and 33% 

of mothers in the UK). 

 

In comparison, Poland has approximately 37 million inhabitants and is the 20th largest 

economy in the world, yet its GDP per capita is relatively lower at around £20k3. Unlike 

the UK and Australia, it is a mixed or combined model with its socialist historical legacies 

combined with European Union-driven convergence, alongside cultural influences from 

historically strong Catholic traditions, which have shaped public discourse around family 

policy and social support (Aspalter et al., 2009; Lendvai‐Bainton & Szelewa, 2021). These 

factors may explain why Poland ranks third among all 38 OECD countries in public 

spending on family benefits (3.3% of GDP), indicating a relatively strong policy 

commitment to family support despite relatively lower economic resources compared to the 

UK and Australia (OECD, 2023). The employment rate of men and women shows a higher 

gap in comparison to the UK and Australia, with 78% of men being employed compared to 

around 67% of women4. Nonetheless, the maternal employment rate in Poland is broadly 

similar to that of the UK and Australia, at approximately 71% (OECD, 2021). The most 

 

1 House of Commons Library, Feb 2026. Women and the UK Economy. 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06838/SN06838.pdf  

2 Australian Bureau of Statistics May 2025 Labour Force, Australia: 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/may-

2025#:~:text=Table_title:%20Key%20statistics%20%2D%20Seasonally%20adjusted%20Table_content:,6.

0%25%20%7C%20Monthly%20change:%20%2D0.1%20pts%20%7C  

3 According to 2024 World Bank data, GDP per capita in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms is 

approximately £53k in Australia, £46k in the United Kingdom, and £38k in Poland, indicating that when 

price level differences are taken into account, differences in living standards are smaller than nominal income 

comparisons suggest. Source:  https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD  

4 EURES: Labour market information; Poland https://eures.europa.eu/living-and-working/labour-market-

information/labour-market-information-

poland_en#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20more%20than%2017.8,lower%20than%20the%20EU%20average  

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06838/SN06838.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/may-2025#:~:text=Table_title:%20Key%20statistics%20%2D%20Seasonally%20adjusted%20Table_content:,6.0%25%20%7C%20Monthly%20change:%20%2D0.1%20pts%20%7C
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/may-2025#:~:text=Table_title:%20Key%20statistics%20%2D%20Seasonally%20adjusted%20Table_content:,6.0%25%20%7C%20Monthly%20change:%20%2D0.1%20pts%20%7C
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/may-2025#:~:text=Table_title:%20Key%20statistics%20%2D%20Seasonally%20adjusted%20Table_content:,6.0%25%20%7C%20Monthly%20change:%20%2D0.1%20pts%20%7C
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.PP.CD
https://eures.europa.eu/living-and-working/labour-market-information/labour-market-information-poland_en#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20more%20than%2017.8,lower%20than%20the%20EU%20average
https://eures.europa.eu/living-and-working/labour-market-information/labour-market-information-poland_en#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20more%20than%2017.8,lower%20than%20the%20EU%20average
https://eures.europa.eu/living-and-working/labour-market-information/labour-market-information-poland_en#:~:text=In%202023%2C%20more%20than%2017.8,lower%20than%20the%20EU%20average


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 12 

 

striking difference is in working patterns: 91.7% of employed women in Poland worked 

full-time in 20235, with only around 4% of mothers in part-time employment (OECD, 

2021).  This is a sharp contrast to the UK and Australia, where part-time working among 

mothers is common and entrenched. Interestingly, this does not reflect more progressive 

gender attitudes, as World Values Survey data suggest that around three-quarters of 

respondents in the UK and Australia reject the view that children suffer when mothers 

work, compared to roughly half in Poland, indicating that high maternal full-time 

employment in Poland coexists with considerably more traditional gender role norms6. 

Finally, demographic pressures such as fertility rates and population ageing differ, affecting 

the justification and scope of parental leave policies (OECD, 2024a). Together, these 

differences allow for a comparative analysis of parental leave across diverse institutional, 

economic, and demographic contexts. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 EURES: Labour market information; Poland (see footnote no. 4) 

6 World Values Survey, 2017–2020: https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp  

https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp
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COMPARATIVE FRAMEWORK 

DIMENSIONS OF COMPARISON 

This review compares parental leave systems across five key dimensions: leave types, 

duration and payment, eligibility and coverage, the role of father-specific versus transferable 

leave, and patterns of take-up and accessibility. 

First, parental leave systems differ in the types of leave offered, typically including 

maternity leave, paternity leave, and parental leave. Maternity leave is traditionally 

designed to protect mothers’ health and provide time for recovery around childbirth, while 

paternity leave is intended to enable fathers or partners to participate in early childcare. 

Parental leave, in contrast, allows either parent to take extended leave after birth or 

adoption to provide care during the child’s early years. Across OECD countries, these forms 

of employment-protected leave are a central element of family policy and aim to support 

infant wellbeing while enabling parents to maintain attachment to the labour market.  

Second, the comparison considers leave duration and payment levels, which strongly 

influence how leave is used in practice. In many OECD countries, leave payments are 

earnings-related, replacing a portion of previous income. However, some systems rely on 

flat-rate benefits or minimum-wage-based payments, which can reduce take-up, 

particularly among fathers or households dependent on a single income. Payment levels, 

therefore, shape both the affordability of leave and the distribution of leave-taking between 

mothers and fathers. 

 

Third, systems vary in eligibility rules and coverage. In some countries, parental leave 

benefits are closely linked to employment status or minimum earnings thresholds, which can 

exclude self-employed workers, those with short job tenure, or individuals in non-standard 

employment. Other systems operate through social insurance frameworks that provide 

broader coverage across the workforce. Eligibility rules, therefore, influence how inclusive a 

parental leave system is and whether it effectively supports all parents. 

Fourth, parental leave policies differ in the balance between father-specific and 

transferable leave entitlements. Many systems allow parents to share a pool of leave 

between them, while others include dedicated, non-transferable entitlements for fathers, 

often referred to as “use-it-or-lose-it” leave. Evidence from OECD countries suggests that 

earmarked leave for fathers significantly increases their uptake and has positive effects on 

paternal participation in childcare (Farre & Gonzalez, 2019), helping to shift traditional 

gender norms and support more equal sharing of unpaid work (Kleven et al., 2026).  



   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 14 

 

Finally, the analysis considers take-up and accessibility. Formal entitlements do not always 

translate into actual leave use. Financial constraints, workplace culture, administrative 

complexity and persistent gender norms may all discourage parents from taking leave. In 

some cases, take-up is concentrated among higher-income or more secure workers, 

highlighting inequalities in access despite universal legal rights. 

WHAT “GOOD PERFORMANCE” MEANS IN THIS CONTEXT 

In evaluating parental leave systems, this review adopts a multidimensional understanding of 

policy effectiveness. A parental leave system performs well when it: 

• Promotes gender equality in both paid employment and unpaid care work. 

• Supports parents’ employment continuity, given that fathers generally maintain, if 

not improve, their labour market positions post childhood, this is mostly around 

helping mothers remain attached to the labour market, namely staying employed 

and not significantly reducing their working hours, which can help reduce the long-

term motherhood wage penalty. 

• Encourages fathers’ engagement in childcare, without financial or cultural 

disincentives that discourage participation. 

• Ensures economic security during leave, providing adequate income replacement 

to minimise financial stress for families post childbirth. 

• Is inclusive and accessible, enabling parents across different employment types, 

income levels, and family structures to benefit from leave entitlements. 

WHY INSTITUTIONAL DESIGN MATTERS 

Institutional design plays a crucial role in determining whether parental leave policies 

achieve their intended goals. Policy features such as payment levels, eligibility criteria, and 

the structure of leave entitlements shape parents’ incentives and behaviour. 

For example, low payment rates can discourage fathers from taking leave, particularly in 

households where men are the primary earners. Similarly, policies that allocate most leave 

to mothers or rely heavily on transferable leave tend to reinforce traditional gender roles, 

while systems that include non-transferable entitlements for fathers are more likely to 

promote equal caregiving. 

 

Administrative structures also influence policy effectiveness. Systems delivered through 

social insurance may provide broader coverage and income protection, whereas employer-
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administered schemes may lead to uneven access depending on workplace practices. 

Cultural norms and workplace environments further interact with policy design, affecting 

whether leave entitlements are used in practice.  

 

Consequently, evaluating parental leave policies requires attention not only to the formal 

duration of leave, but also to how policies are structured, financed, and implemented, and 

how these institutional arrangements influence behaviour within families and labour 

markets. 
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OVERVIEW OF LEAVE SYSTEMS: COUNTRY 

PROFILES 

THE UNITED KINGDOM7 

Current Leave System 

Early Childhood Leave (Birth & Adoption): 

• Maternity leave: 52 weeks (39 paid; 13 unpaid). 

• Paternity leave: 1–2 weeks (paid). 

• Adoption leave: 52 weeks (mirrors maternity). 

• Shared Parental Leave (SPL): Up to 50 weeks transferable from the 

mother/adopter to a partner (37 paid weeks max). 

Ongoing Parenting Leave: 

• 18 weeks per parent per child. 

• Unpaid. 

• Max 4 weeks per year per child. 

• Usable until child turns 18. 

There is no statutory childcare leave or career-break entitlement beyond this unpaid 

scheme. 

 

Crisis and Special Circumstances Leave: 

• Time off for dependants: paid or unpaid emergency leave (payment and duration 

are at the employer’s discretion. 

• Carer’s leave: 1 week unpaid per year. 

• Neonatal Care Leave (from April 2025 births): up to 12 weeks paid, additional to 

other entitlements. 

• Parental Bereavement Leave: 2 weeks paid following death of a child or stillbirth. 

 

7 Much of the information presented in this section comes from:  

Mohun Himmelweit, S., Atkinson, J., Koslowski, A. and O’Brien, M., (2025) United Kingdom country note. 

In: Dobrotić, I., Blum, S., Kaufmann, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. and Valentova, M. (eds.) 21st International 

Review of Leave Policies and Research 2025. International Network on Leave Policies and Research. 

Available at: https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/ 

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 17 

 

• Antenatal appointments: paid for pregnant employees; limited rights for 

fathers/partners. 

• Adoption leave: 52 weeks but paid for up to 39 weeks. The weekly amount is 90% 

of your average weekly earnings for the first 6 weeks, and then £194.32 or 90% of 

average weekly earnings (whichever is lower) for the next 33 weeks. Available to 

those who have been continuously employed for at least 26 weeks before adoption 

and earn on average at least £129 a week (before tax)8. 

Eligibility and Payment Levels 

Leave entitlements (Maternity, Paternity, Adoption, Parental, Carer’s, Dependants’): 

• Available to all employees from day one since April 2026 

Shared Parental Leave is not a day-one entitlement; eligibility depends on minimum service 

requirements (an employee with at least 26 weeks’ continuous employment by the 

qualifying week) and coordination between both parents (the other parent must meet an 

employment and earnings test)9. 

 

Pay entitlements (Statutory Maternity Pay, Statutory Paternity Pay, Shared Parental 

Leave Pay, Neonatal Care Pay): 

• Only employees qualify (self-employed workers are largely excluded). 

•  Most payments require: 

o 26 weeks’ continuous employment. 

o Minimum earnings threshold (£125 per week). 

 

 

 

 

 

8 UK GOV:  https://www.gov.uk/adoption-pay-leave/eligibility  

9 UK GOV: https://www.gov.uk/shared-parental-leave-and-pay/eligibility-for-birth-parents  

https://www.gov.uk/adoption-pay-leave/eligibility
https://www.gov.uk/shared-parental-leave-and-pay/eligibility-for-birth-parents
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Payment Structure (Overall Pattern) 

Type of Leave Payment Level Duration Paid 

Maternity / Adoption 90% earnings (6 weeks), then 

flat-rate (£194.32 per week) or 

90% (whichever lower) 

39 weeks 

Paternity Flat-rate or 90% (whichever 

lower) 

1–2 weeks 

Shared Parental Leave Flat-rate or 90% (whichever 

lower) 

Up to 37 weeks 

Neonatal Care Leave Flat-rate or 90% (whichever 

lower) 

Up to 12 weeks 

Parental Leave None 18 weeks unpaid 

Carer’s Leave None 1 week unpaid 

Dependants Leave None Short emergency leave 

Notes: The flat-rate payment is significantly below/only a 1/3rd of both the minimum wage 

(currently in 2026 at £12.71/h, £508.40 a week for 40h/week) and the Real Living Wage 

(currently set to £13.45 across the UK and £14.80 in London, £538/week or £592/week). 

The median annual full-time salary per employee in the UK in 2025 was ££39,039 (£766.60 

per week)10￼ 

 

Key financial features: 

• Payments are flat rate at a low level (~1/3 of median wage) for most of the leave 

period. 

• Only mothers/adopters receive an uncapped earnings-related phase (first 6 weeks). 

• No equivalent maternity allowance exists for fathers. 

• Long-term parenting leave is unpaid. 

Take-Up Patterns (Implied by Policy Design)  

Strong Take-Up: 

• Maternity leave (especially paid portion): Around 83% of mothers take statutory 

maternity leave (HM Government, 2025). However, financial pressures are eroding 

this figure: in 2024 four in ten mothers (43%) took just 12 weeks or less following 

 

10 ONS: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/an

nualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025
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the birth of their most recent child, and nearly 76% have had to rely on some form 

of debt or draw on savings due to the low rate of statutory maternity pay (PTS, 

2024). While 9 per cent of mothers and 18 percent of fathers said they took no 

time off after the birth of their child (HM Government, 2025). 

• Adoption leave: follows similar patterns to maternity leave in terms of entitlement, 

though absolute numbers are naturally low given that adoptions account for fewer 

than 0.5% of total births and adoptions combined. 

• Short paternity leave: Among employed fathers specifically, uptake reaches around 

59%11 (HM Government, 2025). 

• Neonatal and bereavement leave (targeted crisis situations). 

 

More Limited Take-Up: 

• Shared Parental Leave (due to low flat-rate pay, administrative complexity and lack 

of knowledge on eligibility): Only 1% of all mothers and 4% of all fathers and 

partners have taken up SPL (HM Government, 2025). 

• Unpaid Parental Leave (due to lack of pay and annual cap): only 3% of fathers and 

6% of mothers took it in 202412. 

• Carer’s leave (unpaid): introduced in April 2024, is unpaid and therefore likely to 

face similar financial barriers, though data on its uptake is not yet available. 

 

Overall Character of the UK System 

The UK system is: 

• Comprehensive in scope (several types of leave exist). 

• Highly employment-based (employee status central). 

• Maternity-focused in design and generosity (long relatively higher pay for 

mothers, short and low pay for fathers). 

• Flat-rate and very modest in payment levels. 

• Weak on paid long-term caregiving support. 

• Dependent in several areas on employer discretion and workplace agreements. 

 

11 Available data do not clearly distinguish between fathers taking one week versus two weeks of leave. 

12 UK GOV:  https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-

evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence?utm_source=chatgpt.com  

https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence?utm_source=chatgpt.com


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 20 

 

In short, the UK combines extensive legal entitlements with modest income replacement 

and a strong structural emphasis on mothers as primary caregivers. 

AUSTRALIA13 

Current Leave System 

Early Childhood Leave (Birth & Adoption): 

• There is no statutory maternity or paternity leave payment in Australian national 

legislation. 

Parental Leave Pay (PLP) 

• 22 weeks (110 days) of paid leave for births or adoptions in 2024, expanded to 24 

weeks in 2025 and 26 weeks in 2026; the rate usually changes on 1 July each year.  

• Leave is shared between parents and can be taken flexibly within the first two years 

after birth or adoption. A non-transferable portion is reserved for each parent, 

increasing from 10 days in 2024–25 to 20 days by 2026. 

• Multiple births: PLP is paid per birth event rather than per child, so the payment 

does not increase for twins or triplets. 

• The previous Dad and Partner Pay (DAAP)14 (2 weeks) was merged into the main 

parental leave system in 2023, allowing fathers or partners to access the shared 

entitlement rather than a separate scheme. 

Unpaid Parental Leave (National Employment Standards)15: 

• Each parent can take up to 12 months of unpaid parental leave, with the option to 

request an additional 12-month extension (maximum 24 months total per parent). 

 

13 Much of the information presented in this section comes from: 

Baird, M., Hamilton, M., Heron, A. and Stevens, E. (2025) ‘Australia country note’, In Dobrotic, I., Blum, S., 

Kaufman, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. and Valentova, M. (eds.) International Review of Leave Policies and 

Research 2025. Available at: https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/ 

14 Services Australia (2024) Dad and Partner Pay. Available at: https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-

and-partner-pay  

15 Fair Work Ombudsman (2026) Parental leave and related entitlements. Available at: 

https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/fact-sheets/minimum-workplace-entitlements/parental-

leave-and-related-entitlements  

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/fact-sheets/minimum-workplace-entitlements/parental-leave-and-related-entitlements
https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/fact-sheets/minimum-workplace-entitlements/parental-leave-and-related-entitlements
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This must be taken within 24 months of the child’s birth or adoption and must end 

within that 24-month period. 

• Part of the unpaid parental leave entitlement can be taken flexibly as single days or 

separate periods, instead of one continuous block. 

• Parents may take leave concurrently for part or all their leave period. 

 

Crisis and Special Circumstances Leave: 

• Flexible Paid Parental Leave: PLP can be taken in blocks or non-consecutive days 

within two years after the birth or adoption. 

• Part-time return to work: Parents may combine paid leave with part-time work 

under flexible leave rules. 

• Employer-provided leave: Some employers provide additional paid parental leave or 

top-up payments, particularly in the public sector and large firms. 

• Special maternity leave: Unpaid leave available if a pregnancy-related illness or 

complication prevents an employee from working before birth 

• Stillbirth or infant death leave: Eligible parents can continue getting PLP; employees 

remain entitled to up to 12 months of unpaid parental leave under the National 

Employment Standards. 

• Adoption leave: same parental leave entitlements as birth parents. 

 

Eligibility and Payment Levels 

Eligibility 

Paid Parental Leave (PLP) 

• Claimants need to meet an income test, a work test, and residence rules for PLP 

eligibility  

• A work test requires employment for 10 of the 13 months prior to birth or adoption 

and at least 330 hours of work in that period. 

• Income test16 is based on either individual or family income thresholds: $180,007 

[~£93,299] or less for individuals or $373,094 [~£193,378] or less for couples 

adjusted taxable income in the 2024-25 financial year. 

 

16 Services Australia (2026) Meeting the income test for Parental Leave Pay. Available at: 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/meeting-income-test-for-parental-leave-pay?context=64479  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/meeting-income-test-for-parental-leave-pay?context=64479
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• Claimants must satisfy residency requirements (generally Australian citizens, 

permanent residents, or eligible visa holders). 

 

Unpaid Parental Leave (National Employment Standards) 

• Employees must have at least 12 months continuous service with their employer 

before the expected birth or adoption of the child. 

• Long-term casual employees may also be eligible if they have worked regular and 

systematic hours for at least 12 months and have a reasonable expectation of 

continuing employment. 

Payment Structure (Overall Pattern) 

Type of Leave Payment Level Duration Paid 

Paid Parental Leave (PLP) Flat-rate benefit: national 

minimum wage, which 

amounts to approx. $948.10 

[~£491] per week before 

tax (about 66% of median 

weekly earnings) 

22 weeks in 2024–25; 

expanding to 24 weeks in 

2025 and 26 weeks in 2026 

(per child) 

Unpaid parental leave Unpaid but job-protected Up to 12 months + optional 

12-month extension (per 

parent) 

Employer-provided leave Varies by employer Varies 

Notes: As of July 1, 2025, Australia's National Minimum Wage is $24.95 [~£12,93] per 

hour, $189.62 [~£98] a day or $948.00 [~£491] per 38-hour week before tax. The median 

annual full-time salary per employee in Australia in 2025 was ~$74 100 AUD [~£38,894] 

(~£747 per week)17. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17 Australian Bureau of Statistics: Employee earnings. https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-

working-conditions/employee-earnings/aug-2025#weekly-earnings  

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-working-conditions/employee-earnings/aug-2025#weekly-earnings
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-working-conditions/employee-earnings/aug-2025#weekly-earnings
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Key Financial Features 

• PLP is flat rate rather than earnings-related. 

• Leave payments are government-funded through general taxation, not a social 

insurance system.  

• From July 2025, the government also pays superannuation contributions on PLP, 

addressing long-term retirement income gaps. 

• Employer-paid leave often tops up government payments, creating variation across 

sectors.  

• Because payments are flat-rate, income replacement is relatively low for higher 

earners. 

Take-Up Patterns (Implied by Policy Design) 

Strong Take-Up: 

• Paid parental leave: approximately 74% of eligible mothers used government-funded 

paid parental leave, while 40% of eligible fathers did. 

• Short periods of leave taken by fathers: most took 6–10 days of the two-week Dad 

and Partner Pay (DAPP) entitlement. 

More Limited Take-Up: 

• Gender gap in longer leave: Longer parental leave among fathers remains 

uncommon, while mothers remain the main users of longer PLP. 

• Sectoral differences in access: Parents working in small businesses show lower 

participation in paid parental leave 

• Lower participation among vulnerable groups: Certain groups have lower levels of 

take-up of government parental leave payments, including parents with limited 

English proficiency, low-income parents, parents with disabilities, and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander parents. 

 

Overall Character of the Australian System 

• Moderately comprehensive: includes paid parental leave and job-protected unpaid 

leave, but fewer specialised leave categories than some European systems.  

• Tax-funded model: benefits financed through general government revenue rather 

than social insurance contributions.  
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• Flat-rate payment structure provides broad access but relatively low wage 

replacement, especially for medium- and higher-earners.  

• Increasing gender neutrality: reforms have integrated fathers into the parental leave 

system and introduced shared entitlements.  

• Gradual policy expansion: leave duration and flexibility have increased over time. 

PLP will increase to 130 days (26 weeks) from July 2026, with 20 days (4 weeks) 

reserved for each parent in a couple on a non-transferable “use-it-or-lose-it” basis. 

• Persistent gendered outcomes: mothers remain the primary users of leave despite 

formally gender-neutral policy design. 

 

POLAND18 

Current Leave System 

Early Childhood Leave (Birth & Adoption): 

• Maternity leave (Urlop Macierzyński): 20 calendar weeks (up to 6 before birth, at 

least 14 after birth). Extended for multiple births (31–37 weeks) and premature 

children. Can combine with parental leave for 52 weeks of total leave. 

• Paternity leave (Urlop Ojcowski): 2 calendar weeks. Can be taken anytime within 

12 months of birth; may be split into two parts. 

Ongoing Parental leave (Urlop Rodzicielski): 

• 41 calendar weeks of which 9 weeks per parent are non-transferable, and the 

remaining 23 weeks can be shared.  

• Extended for children with incurable or life-threatening conditions up to 65–67 

weeks. 

• Can be split into up to 5 periods; part-time work allowed; both parents can take 

simultaneously. 

 

 

 

18 Much of the information presented in this section comes from: 

 Kurowska A., Godlewska-Bujok, B., and Michoń, P. (2025) ‘Poland country note’, in Dobrotić, I., Blum, S., 

Kaufman, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. and Valentova, M. (eds.) International Review of Leave Policies and 

Research 2025. Available at: https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports      

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports
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Childcare leave (Urlop Wychowawczy): 

• Up to 36 months (34 months family entitlement + 1 month per parent). 

• Can extend another 36 months for disabled children (up to child’s 18th birthday). 

• Part-time work allowed; leave can be split into up to 5 periods; both parents may 

take simultaneously. 

 

Crisis and Special Circumstances Leave: 

• Time off for dependants: up to 14 days at 80% pay per year; up to 60 days for child 

under 8 (14 if disabled). 

• Carer’s leave: 5 working days unpaid per year for serious care needs. 

• Breastfeeding breaks: paid and included in working time. 

• Antenatal appointments: paid. 

• Adoption leave: same regulations as maternity/parental leave. Parental allowance 

paid if adopted child is younger than 7 years old (up to 14 in some cases). 

• Sickness benefit during pregnancy: 100% of salary. 

 

Eligibility and Payment Levels 

Eligibility: 

• Insured workers (employees and self-employed) under Social Insurance Institution 

(ZUS). 

• Uninsured parents (e.g. unemployed, students, or persons not eligible for maternity 

allowance) may receive a flat-rate parental benefit (“Świadczenie rodzicielskie”; 

1,000 PLN per month for 52 weeks) if they are not entitled to maternity benefit 

from ZUS. 

• No additional residency or citizenship requirements beyond legal employment in 

Poland. 

• Same-sex parent eligibility is unclear (not recognised by law). 
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Payment Structure (Overall Pattern): 

Type of Leave Payment Level Duration Paid 

Maternity 100% or 81.5% of average earnings (for 

maternity & parental leave combined); 

minimum PLN 1,000 [~£207] per 

month 

20 weeks (extended for 

multiple/premature 

births) 

Paternity 100% of average earnings; minimum 

PLN 1,000 [~£207] 

2 weeks 

Parental 70% or 81.5% of average earnings if 

mother combines maternity with 32 

weeks of parental leave; minimum PLN 

1,000 

41 weeks (extended to 

65–67 weeks for special 

cases) 

Childcare Means-tested allowance: PLN 400 

[~£83] per month for 24 months 

Up to 36 months (up to 

72 months for disabled 

child) 

Adoption Same as maternity/parental leave Mirrors leave type 

Time off for 

dependants 

80% of earnings for up to 14–60 days; 

some unpaid carers leave 

Short emergency periods 

Breastfeeding 

breaks 

Paid, included in working time As needed 

Flexible working 

/ part-time 

Proportional payment if combining with 

leave 

Up to statutory leave 

duration 

Notes: From 1st January 2026, the minimum wage in Poland is PLN 4,806 gross per month 

(~£992.60 GBP per month) for full-time workers. The average annual full-time salary per 

employee in Poland in 2025 was PLN 107,889 [~£22,044] (~£424 per week), and the 

median salary was PLN 88,968 [~£18,180] (~£350 per week)19. 

 

Key financial features: 

• Maternity, paternity and parental leave fully contributory for pension. 

• Paid leave generally uncapped20 and represents a high proportion of previous 

earnings. 

 

19 PL GOV: https://new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/rozklad-wynagrodzen-w-gospodarce-narodowej-w-

pazdzierniku-2025-r  

20 While parental leave payments in Poland are earnings-related with no formal cap, they are in practice 

constrained by social insurance contribution rules.  Extremely high salaries are still subject to social insurance 

calculation ceilings in the system (as with other benefits). ZUS applies an annual contribution limit (PLN 

282,600 in 2026 [approx. £57,500]), above which earnings are no longer subject to pension and disability 

insurance contributions, effectively limiting the insured earnings base used to calculate social insurance 

https://new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/rozklad-wynagrodzen-w-gospodarce-narodowej-w-pazdzierniku-2025-r
https://new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/rozklad-wynagrodzen-w-gospodarce-narodowej-w-pazdzierniku-2025-r
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• Long-term childcare leave payment is low and means-tested. 

• Paternity leave is fully paid but short. 

• Adoption leaves mirror maternity/parental entitlements. 

 

Take-Up Patterns (Implied by Policy Design) 

Strong Take-Up: 

• Maternity leave (especially fully paid) or the combined maternity + parental leave 

option (81.5%). 

• Parental leave, particularly by mothers. The transferable portion of parental leave is 

mostly taken by women. 

• Paternity leave taken by fathers (short, fully paid); 67% of eligible fathers in 2023. 

 

More Limited Take-Up: 

• Approximately 24% of eligible fathers took the reserved parental leave in 2025. But 

this number has been increasing since April 2023 when 9 weeks of non-transferable 

parental leave for each parent was introduced and only 1% of fathers were taking the 

leave (Share the Care & ZUS, 2026).  

• Childcare leave beyond 1–2 years (low payment). 

• Adoption leave beyond 7 years old. 

• Flexible working options and part-time leave (depends on employer discretion; 

working norms in Poland consider full-time hours as the norm). 

 

Overall Character of the Polish System 

• Comprehensive: covers maternity, paternity, parental, childcare, adoption, and care 

leave. 

• Employment-based: all paid leave tied to ZUS coverage. Uninsured individuals 

receive only a low flat-rate parental benefit. 

• Generous short- and medium-term pay for parents (maternity, paternity and 

parental leave). 

 

benefits. This ceiling affects only a very small proportion of employees, estimated at approximately the top 1% 

of earners in Poland. GUS Statistics: https://publikacje.new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/biuletyn-

statystyczny-nr-32026  

https://publikacje.new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/biuletyn-statystyczny-nr-32026
https://publikacje.new.stat.gov.pl/portal-publikacje/biuletyn-statystyczny-nr-32026
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• Long-term support (childcare leave) minimally paid, mostly means-tested. 

• Flexible options exist (split leave, part-time, combined parental leave), but uptake 

may be limited by financial incentives. 

• Mothers are primary beneficiaries; father involvement encouraged but more limited 

structurally. 

 

COMPARISON ACROSS THE THREE COUNTRIES 

Table 1. Comparison table of the leave systems (maternity, paternity and parental) in the 

UK, Australia and Poland – summary. 

Dimension UK Australia Poland 

Leave duration Short Moderate Long 

Pay level Low,  

flat rate 

Moderate,  

minimum wage 

High,  

earnings-related 

Father-specific 

leave (non-

transferable) 

2 weeks paternity 

leave (low flat-rate 

pay) 

 4 weeks parental leave 

(moderately paid) 

 11 weeks total 

 (well-paid) 

Administration Employer + 

government reclaim 

Government-funded, 

employer-assisted 

administration 

Social insurance 

Cultural norms Maternal-focused, 

slowly shifting 

Maternal-focused, 

slowly shifting 

Highly maternal-

focused, slowly 

shifting 

Accessibility Limited for low-

income/self-

employed 

Broad access, but 

eligibility test 

requirements apply 

Broad coverage, but 

uptake varies 

Impact on 

gender equality 

Weak Moderate, 

strengthening 

Potentially strong if 

norms shift 
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WHAT HAS CHANGED OVER TIME 

UNITED KINGDOM 

Major reforms (last 5–10 years) 

• Protection from Redundancy (Pregnancy and Family Leave) Act 2023, 

implemented in April 2024, extended redundancy protection to pregnant employees 

and parents returning from Maternity, Adoption, and Shared Parental Leave for up 

to 18 months after childbirth. 

• Paternity Leave reforms (April 2024) introduced greater flexibility in how the 

two weeks of leave can be taken, allowing fathers to split leave into two separate 

periods and take it within the first year after birth.  

• From 6 April 2026, UK parental leave reforms, which are part of the Employment 

Rights Act 2025, introduced "day-one" rights for paternity and unpaid parental 

leave, removing prior service requirements. The statutory pay for the leaves also 

increased to £194.32 per week (up from £187.18)21. Notably, although the leave 

entitlements are a day 1 right, the statutory pay is still dependent on continuous 

employment prior to claiming the benefit. 

Despite these changes, the core structure of leave entitlements has remained largely 

unchanged. 

Drivers of reform 

• Domestic labour market and family policy debates. 

• Limited political pressure for large-scale reform, although changing in recent times. 

Unlike EU member states, the UK did not implement the EU Work-Life Balance 

Directive (2019/1158) following its exit from the EU in 2020. 

 

21 UK GOV: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-workers-get-new-access-to-sick-pay-and-

parental-leave  

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-workers-get-new-access-to-sick-pay-and-parental-leave
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/millions-of-workers-get-new-access-to-sick-pay-and-parental-leave
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Direction of change 

• Incremental adjustments rather than structural reform. 

• Improvements mainly concern flexibility and employment protection, not payment 

levels or leave duration. 

Convergence or divergence 

• The UK is increasingly diverging from EU policy developments, particularly 

regarding: 

o paid parental leave 

o non-transferable leave for fathers 

o flexible use of parental leave 

As a result, the UK system remains relatively stagnant (and increasingly outdated) 

compared with European reforms. 

 

AUSTRALIA 

Major reforms (last 5–10 years) 

The most significant changes to Australia’s parental leave system have occurred since 2022 

through a series of reforms to the Paid Parental Leave (PPL) scheme. 

Key reforms include: 

• Paid Parental Leave Amendment (Improvements for Families and Gender 

Equality) Bill 202222, which restructured the scheme and increased the total 

duration of leave from 18 weeks to 20 weeks from 1 July 2023.  

 

22 Parliament of Australia (2023) Paid Parental Leave Amendment (Improvements for Families and Gender 

Equality) Bill 2022. Available at: 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6960  

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6960


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 31 

 

• Integration of Dad and Partner Pay into the main parental leave scheme (2023)23. 

Previously, fathers had access to a separate two-week payment; this reform created a 

single, shared parental leave entitlement available to both parents. 

• Gradual expansion of paid leave duration, increasing from 18 weeks to 22 weeks in 

2024, with further increases planned to 24 weeks in 2025 and 26 weeks by July 

2026. 

• Removal of “primary carer” terminology, allowing parents to share leave more 

flexibly and encouraging fathers’ participation. 

• Introduction of superannuation payments on Paid Parental Leave (from July 

2025)24, which will pay retirement contributions on government parental leave 

payments. 

These reforms represent the most significant restructuring of Australia’s parental leave 

system since the original scheme was introduced in 2011. 

Drivers of reform 

• Gender equality agenda, particularly concerns about the gender pay gap and the 

unequal distribution of unpaid care. 

• International policy learning, particularly comparisons with OECD countries where 

fathers’ participation in parental leave is higher. 

Direction of change 

• Gradual expansion of leave entitlements, particularly through increases in the total 

duration of paid leave. 

• Restructuring toward a gender-neutral design, with fathers incorporated into the 

main parental leave system. 

 

23 Services Australia (2024) Dad and Partner Pay. Available at: https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-

and-partner-pay  

24 Australian Taxation Office (2025) Paid Parental Leave Superannuation Contribution. Available at: 

https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-

keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-

parental-leave-superannuation-contribution  

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
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• Increased policy flexibility, allowing leave to be shared and taken more flexibly 

within the first two years after childbirth. 

Convergence or divergence 

• Australia shows partial convergence with recent OECD policy trends, particularly 

regarding: 

o increased recognition of fathers’ role in childcare 

o shared parental leave design 

o gradual expansion of paid leave duration 

• However, the Australian system continues to diverge from many European models 

in several respects: 

o payments are flat rate rather than earnings-related. 

o the total duration of paid leave remains shorter than in many EU countries. 

o incentives for fathers to take extended leave remain limited 

 

Overall, Australia represents an intermediate case: reforms have moved the system toward 

greater gender neutrality and expanded support for families, but the policy remains less 

generous than many European parental leave systems. 

 

POLAND 

Major reforms (last 5–10 years) 

The most significant reform occurred in April 2023, when Poland implemented the EU 

Work-Life Balance Directive (2019/1158). 

Key changes included: 

• Extension of parental leave duration (to account for the non-transferable portion 

for the second parent) 

• Introduction of individual, non-transferable parental leave periods for mothers and 

fathers (9 weeks each) 

• Introduction of new types of leave: 

o Carer’s leave 

o Force majeure leave 
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The reform represents one of the most substantial updates to Poland’s leave system in many 

years. 

Drivers of reform 

• EU legislative requirements, particularly the 2019 Work-Life Balance Directive. 

• Broader family policy efforts to support fertility and work–family balance. In 2024, 

the total fertility rate in Poland was 1.10 (live births per woman), which is one of the 

lowest levels in the EU25. This very low fertility rate and ageing population are key 

concerns in Poland. Recent projections show that by 2060 the country‘s population 

will shrink from 37 million to 28 million if no changes to fertility rates take place26. 

Direction of change 

• Expansion and restructuring of the leave system. 

• Greater emphasis on shared parental responsibilities and increased incentives for 

fathers to take leave. 

Additional reforms occurred through the proposed Active Parent Programme (2024), 

which aims to support parents’ return to work by providing a monthly childcare benefit of 

PLN1,500 (~£310) to help finance childcare services or caregivers. 

Convergence or divergence 

• Poland is converging with broader EU family policy trends, particularly regarding: 

o non-transferable parental leave for fathers 

o carers’ leave rights 

o improved work–life balance policies 

However, cultural norms and relatively low paternal uptake of parental leave mean that 

behavioural convergence is still developing. 

 

25 Eurostat, fertility statistics: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php?title=Fertility_statistics  
26 PL GOV: https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/ludnosc/prognoza-ludnosci/symulacja-liczby-ludnosci-

do-2060-r-opracowanie-eksperymentalne,17,1.html  

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Fertility_statistics
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Fertility_statistics
https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/ludnosc/prognoza-ludnosci/symulacja-liczby-ludnosci-do-2060-r-opracowanie-eksperymentalne,17,1.html
https://stat.gov.pl/obszary-tematyczne/ludnosc/prognoza-ludnosci/symulacja-liczby-ludnosci-do-2060-r-opracowanie-eksperymentalne,17,1.html
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COMPARATIVE DIRECTION OF CHANGE 

Across the three countries, policy trajectories are diverging rather than converging. 

• Poland has undergone significant reform and expansion, largely driven by EU 

legislation and gender equality objectives. 

• Australia has pursued gradual but meaningful reform, most notably through the 

2024 restructuring of its Paid Parental Leave scheme, which expanded total paid 

leave to 22 weeks (rising to 26 by 2026) and introduced a reserved 4-week non-

transferable entitlement for fathers or partners – a structural shift designed to 

encourage more equal uptake. 

• The United Kingdom, by contrast, has made only limited adjustments since the 

introduction of Shared Parental Leave in 2015, and its system remains largely 

unchanged. Despite the policy intent behind SPL, persistently low take-up, flat rate 

pay, and administrative complexity mean the UK is effectively stagnating while 

comparator countries move forward. 

Overall, Australia and Poland are actively recalibrating their systems toward greater 

support for families and gender equality in caregiving, albeit through different mechanisms. 

The UK risks falling further behind – not only relative to EU standards, but increasingly in 

comparison to non-European countries such as Australia that are investing in structural 

reform. 
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WHAT WORKS WELL (COMPARATIVE 

ASSESSMENT)  

FINANCIAL GENEROSITY AND INCOME REPLACEMENT 

Among the three countries, Poland offers the most financially generous parental leave 

system. Maternity and parental leave are earnings-related, replacing 70–100% of prior 

wages for up to 63 weeks (for both parents), with a guaranteed minimum floor (PLN 1,000 

per month), ensuring that even lower-income parents retain meaningful support. This design 

promotes financial stability during early childhood and reduces the economic penalty of 

taking leave and childbirth. Australia's scheme provides a flat rate tied to the national 

minimum wage, which offers a basic income floor accessible also to part-time and casual 

workers, but delivers poor income replacement for middle- and higher-income earners – 

weakening the financial incentive to take leave, particularly for fathers. The UK performs 

least well on this dimension: statutory pay is flat rate for most of the leave, with earnings-

related pay limited to the first six weeks of maternity leave only. This creates an immediate 

affordability barrier for longer leave, especially for low-income families, and, critically, 

means paternity leave is paid only at the flat rate from the outset – a structural 

inconsistency that disadvantages fathers relative to mothers and reinforces gendered 

caregiving patterns.  

 

This asymmetry raises broader fairness concerns. While mothers benefit from at least a brief 

period of wage replacement, fathers receive no equivalent, creating an institutional barrier 

for those who wish to take leave but cannot afford the income reduction. Given that fathers 

remain the primary or higher earner in the majority of heterosexual coupled families in the 

UK, pay level is not a peripheral design detail but a central determinant of take-up. 

Public attitudes reflect these concerns. A petition calling for statutory maternity and 

paternity pay to be raised to match the National Living Wage attracted over 107,000 

signatures, with petitioners arguing that pay set far below the NLW treats parental leave as 

earnings substitution rather than a meaningful welfare entitlement (UK Parliament, 2025).  

 

A 2024 Working Families survey of 1,285 parents found that 65% considered statutory 

maternity and paternity pay inadequate, and 55% identified increasing pay – rather than 

extending duration – as the priority for reform (Working Families, 2024). These findings are 

reinforced by the Parental Rights Survey, which found that fathers who did not take 

statutory leave were more than three times as likely as mothers to cite affordability as the 
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reason (35% of fathers compared to 11% of mothers) – a gap that directly reflects the 

inadequacy of flat-rate pay for households where fathers are typically the higher earner 

(HM Government, 2025). 

JOB PROTECTION AND EMPLOYMENT CONTINUITY 

Poland offers the most comprehensive statutory job protection framework among the three 

countries. Its ZUS-based social insurance system ensures that leave periods are fully 

contributory to pension and social insurance entitlements, preserving long-term 

employment continuity and retirement security for parents. Legal protections extend 

across the full leave period, with additional provisions available in specific circumstances 

such as a sick or hospitalised child. 

 

The UK's framework is more fragmented but has been strengthening. Fathers and 

partners taking statutory paternity leave have strong job protection rights: they cannot be 

dismissed or suffer detriment for taking leave, retain the right to return to the same job on 

the same terms, and maintain continuous employment, including pension contributions and 

seniority throughout. From April 2026, paternity leave has become a day-one right, 

removing the previous requirement for 26 weeks of continuous service and ensuring fathers 

are not forced to choose between job security and being present at birth. Broader 

redundancy protections were also extended under the Protection from Redundancy Act 

2023, in force from April 2024, covering those on maternity, adoption, and shared parental 

leave of six or more consecutive weeks. National Insurance contributions continue during 

paid leave, protecting the State Pension record. While workplace pension contributions are 

also maintained during paid leave, it is with employee contributions based on reduced leave 

pay rather than pre-leave earnings, and employer obligations during unpaid leave are partial 

and contract dependent. 

 

Australia has historically lacked a contributory social insurance model for parental leave. 

Eligible employees retain a legal right to return to their position or an equivalent role under 

the National Employment Standards, providing a baseline of job security. However, paid 

parental leave did not attract superannuation contributions for many years, creating a long-

term retirement savings penalty for those – predominantly women – who took extended 

leave. This was addressed from July 2025, when the government introduced superannuation 

contributions on government-funded paid parental leave, bringing Australia closer to the 

protections available in Poland and the UK, though the reform arrived considerably later 

than comparable provisions in European systems.  
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SUPPORT FOR FATHERS’ TAKE-UP 

Among the three countries, Poland offers the strongest structural support for father 

involvement, though meaningful uptake has only recently begun to materialise. The system 

provides two distinct father-specific entitlements: two weeks of paternity leave, paid at 

100% of salary, typically taken around the time of birth; and nine weeks of non-transferable 

parental leave, paid at 70% of earnings. Together, these amount to eleven weeks of father-

reserved leave, all earnings-related, creating a strong financial incentive for fathers to 

participate. Prior to the April 2023 reform introducing the nine-week father-specific 

parental leave entitlement, no such reservation existed, and uptake was extremely low at 

around 1%. Following the reform, take-up rose to 7% in 2023, almost 17% in 2024, and 

24% in 2025 – a significant shift in a very short period (Share the Care & ZUS, 2026). The 

earlier introduction of two weeks of use-it-or-lose-it paternity leave has also proved 

transformative over a longer timeframe, with uptake rising from 8% to 67% over the past 

decade (Ibid.).  

 

The UK's framework is considerably weaker on this dimension. Fathers are entitled to two 

weeks of statutory paternity leave, paid at the flat rate (very low payments), with 

additional leave available only through Shared Parental Leave. As discussed, SPL take-up 

remains negligible – around 1-5% of eligible parents – due to flat-rate pay, administrative 

complexity, and limited employee awareness. The absence of any non-transferable father-

specific entitlement beyond the initial two weeks means there is no structural incentive 

equivalent to Poland's father quota. 

 

Australia's approach is gender-neutral by design but incorporates a use-it-or-lose-it structure 

that functions as a de facto father's quota. Following the July 2024 restructuring of its Paid 

Parental Leave scheme, each parent in a couple has a reserved non-transferable portion 

within the unified scheme – currently three weeks per parent as of 2025, rising to four 

weeks from July 2026. Total paid leave stands at 24 weeks, increasing to 26 weeks from 

July 2026. While this represents a meaningful structural shift toward encouraging father 

participation, the reserved portion remains smaller than Poland's eleven weeks, and the flat 

minimum-wage rate limits its financial attractiveness for higher-earning fathers. 

Nevertheless, the direction of reform is clear, and Australia's approach increasingly 

resembles the Scandinavian model of embedding paternity involvement directly into 

scheme design rather than relying on voluntary sharing. 
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FLEXIBILITY AND ACCESSIBILITY 

Poland offers the most comprehensive combination of flexibility and accessibility among the 

three countries. Leave can be split across multiple periods, taken on a part-time basis, and 

combined with formal childcare, allowing parents to tailor arrangements to their individual 

circumstances. Coverage extends beyond standard employees to include self-employed 

individuals insured under the ZUS system, broadening access beyond those in standard 

employment relationships. Additional provisions for parents of children with severe illnesses 

further extend the scheme's reach to the most vulnerable families, reflecting a system 

designed with inclusivity as an explicit objective. 

Australia performs well on flexibility, particularly following its post-2023 reforms. The 

redesigned scheme allows parents to receive payment on days they are not working, 

meaning those who return part-time can schedule their remaining paid leave days around 

their non-working days – though payment and salary cannot be received on the same day. 

Payments can be made at any point between the child's birth and the day before their 

second birthday, giving families considerable discretion over how and when they draw 

down their entitlement. Eligibility extends to full-time, part-time, casual, seasonal, contract, 

and self-employed workers, making Australia's scheme notably broad in its coverage. 

However, accessibility is not uniform: the individual income test, work test requirements, 

and the practical dependence on employer cooperation for payment administration mean 

that some vulnerable groups – including those with interrupted employment histories or 

insecure work – may still face barriers. 

 

The UK performs least well on this dimension. While some flexibility improvements have 

been introduced – paternity leave can now be taken in two separate one-week blocks, and 

Shared Parental Leave can in principle be taken in discontinuous periods – unpaid parental 

leave is rigid in practice, subject to notice requirements and an annual cap. Accessibility is 

particularly limited for low-income families, for whom flat-rate statutory pay renders longer 

leave financially unviable, and for self-employed parents, who have more restricted access 

to statutory entitlements than employees. The net effect is a system whose formal flexibility 

provisions are largely inaccessible to those who need them most. 

ALIGNMENT WITH CHILDCARE SYSTEMS 

No country considered in this report achieved a perfect integration of parental leave and 

childcare policy, though all three have made some effort to align financial/childcare support 

with the post-leave period.  
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In Poland, the Active Parent Act, introduced in October 2024, created three new benefits 

for parents of children aged 12 to 35 months, administered through the ZUS social 

insurance system (MRPiPS, 2026). Parents can choose between three options depending on 

their circumstances: "Active Parents at Work" – a monthly payment of PLN 1,500 [~£300] 

for working parents whose child does not attend a nursery; "Actively in the Nursery" – a 

subsidy of up to PLN 1,500 paid directly to the childcare institution to cover attendance 

costs; and "Actively at Home" – a reduced benefit of PLN 500 [~£100] per month for 

parents who remain out of the labour market. The scheme is not means-tested, does not 

affect other benefits, and allows parents to switch between options as their circumstances 

change.  

 

In the UK, for children under three, the government provides up to 30 hours per week of 

free childcare for eligible working parents – those earning at least the equivalent of 16 hours 

per week at the National Minimum Wage but no more than £100,000 adjusted net income 

per year. There is no universal entitlement for this age group: parents who do not meet the 

eligibility criteria receive nothing. From age three, all children gain a universal entitlement 

of 15 hours per week, regardless of parental employment status or income, with eligible 

working parents able to access the full 30 hours on the same income criteria. This creates a 

structural oddity whereby children under three whose parents do not meet the working 

threshold have no funded childcare entitlement at all, while the same children's peers in 

working households receive the full 30 hours – a gap that closes somewhat at age three 

when the universal 15-hour floor kicks in. Tax-Free Childcare provides a further 20% 

government top-up on costs for working families with children up to age 11, worth up to 

£2,000 per child per year. Overall, these provisions are structurally decoupled from leave 

entitlements. The result is a policy gap during which families – particularly those whose 

leave has ended before childcare becomes available or affordable – must manage the costs 

independently. This gap disproportionately affects lower-income families, for whom the 

affordability of childcare is a significant barrier to returning to work. This is because, despite 

the funded hours provision, childcare costs in the UK remain among the highest in the 

OECD for families who do not qualify for maximum funded hours (OECD, 2024b).  

 

Australia provides childcare support through the Child Care Subsidy. The subsidy covers 

up to 90% of childcare costs for families earning under AUD 85,279 per year, with rates 

decreasing incrementally for higher earners, and from January 2026, all eligible families are 

guaranteed a minimum of 72 hours of subsidised care per fortnight, regardless of work or 

study commitments. While the two systems remain structurally separate, Australia's means-

tested subsidy provides substantially greater proportional cost relief for lower- and middle-
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income families than the UK's funded hours model – particularly for families who do not 

qualify for the maximum free entitlement. 

SUMMARY OF LESSONS LEARNED 

Dimension United Kingdom Australia Poland 

Financial 

generosity 

Income 

replacement 

⚠ Weakest 

Flat rate for most leave; earnings-

related only for first 6 weeks of 

maternity leave. Paternity leave 

paid at flat rate only. 65% of 

parents find statutory pay 

inadequate. 

~ Moderate 

Flat rate tied to 

national 

minimum wage. 

Basic floor for 

part-time and 

casual workers, 

but poor income 

replacement for 

middle- and 

higher-income 

earners. 

✓ Strongest 

Earnings-

related, 

replacing 70–

100% of wages 

for up to 63 

weeks. 

Guaranteed 

minimum of 

PLN 

1,000/month. 

Reduces the 

economic 

penalty of 

taking leave. 

Job 

protection 

Employment 

continuity 

~ Moderate 

Day-one right to leave, though 

statutory pay still requires 26 

weeks' continuous service. 

Redundancy protections extended 

for 

maternity/paternity/adoption/SPL 

of 6+ weeks. Pension contributions 

apply during paid leave only. 

~ Improving 

Legal right to 

return under 

National 

Employment 

Standards. 

Superannuation 

contributions on 

government-

funded leave 

introduced July 

2025 – 

considerably 

later than 

comparable 

✓ Strongest 

Full 

contributory 

ZUS social 

insurance 

during leave. 

Protections 

cover the full 

leave period, 

preserving 

pension and 

retirement 

entitlements. 

Additional 

provisions for 
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European 

systems. 

parents of sick 

or hospitalised 

children. 

Father take-

up support 

Non-

transferable 

quotas 

⚠ Weakest 

2 weeks paternity leave at flat rate. 

Shared Parental Leave take-up 

~1–5% due to low pay, 

complexity, and low employer 

awareness. No structural incentive 

beyond the initial 2 weeks. 

~ Developing 

Use-it-or-lose-it 

reserved portion: 

3 weeks per 

parent in 2025, 

rising to 4 weeks 

from July 2026. 

Total scheme 24 

weeks (rising to 

26). Flat rate 

limits appeal to 

higher-earning 

fathers. 

✓ Strongest 

11 weeks 

father-reserved 

leave: 2 weeks 

at 100% salary 

+ 9 non-

transferable 

weeks at 70%. 

Father uptake 

rose from ~1% 

(pre-2023 

reform) to 24% 

by 2025. 

Flexibility & 

accessibility 

Eligibility & 

leave design 

⚠ Most limited 

Paternity leave can be split into 

two 1-week blocks. Unpaid 

parental leave is rigid with notice 

requirements and annual caps. Flat 

rate pay limits longer leave for low-

income families. Self-employed 

have restricted access. 

✓ Broad 

Payments can be 

taken any time 

before the child's 

2nd birthday. 

Eligible for full-

time, part-time, 

casual, seasonal, 

contract, and 

self-employed 

workers. Some 

barriers remain 

for those with 

interrupted 

employment 

histories. 

✓ Most 

comprehensive 

Leave can be 

split across 

multiple periods 

and taken part-

time. Covers 

self-employed 

under ZUS. 

Additional 

provisions for 

parents of 

severely ill 

children. 

Designed with 

inclusivity as an 

explicit 

objective. 
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Childcare 

alignment 

Leave-to-

childcare 

transition 

~ Separate systems 

Up to 30 hours/week free 

childcare for eligible working 

parents from 9 months; no 

universal entitlement below age 3. 

Universal 15 hours for all children 

from age 3, rising to 30 hours for 

eligible working parents. Childcare 

costs among the highest in the 

OECD. 

~ Separate 

systems 

Child Care 

Subsidy covers 

up to 90% of 

costs for families 

earning under 

AUD 

85,279/year. 

From Jan 2026, 

minimum 72 

hours subsidised 

care/fortnight 

guaranteed.  

~ Separate 

systems, 

broader 

coverage 

Active Parent 

Act (Oct 2024): 

PLN 

1,500/month 

childcare 

subsidy or cash 

for working 

parents, or PLN 

500/month for 

those remaining 

at home, for 

children aged 

12–35 months. 

Non-means-

tested and 

switchable 

between 

options. 
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WHAT NEEDS IMPROVEMENT – AND WHY 

LOW TAKE-UP AMONG FATHERS 

Father uptake remains low across all three countries. 

• Poland: rising but still low (24% for non-transferable weeks; 67% paternity leave 

uptake). Default 70% rate vs mothers’ 81.5% creates mild disincentive.  Entrenched 

gender norms position mothers as the primary caregivers. 

• UK: extremely low (1–5% SPL) due to flat-rate pay + complexity + employer 

variation; system effectively limits use to higher-income households in good 

employers.  

• Australia: moderate uptake (~40%), but mostly short durations (~3 weeks); flat rate 

pay limits extended leave.  

Why Low Father Uptake Persists? 

As presented earlier in the report, fathers typically do not take leave due to:  

1) Policy design: Fathers take the leave that is reserved specifically for them, and little 

more.  Non-transferable quotas are necessary. 

2) Professional penalties associated with taking leave: Research from Poland shows 

that employers view fathers who take parental leave as less available, motivated, and 

competent than those who do not, and that these perceptions translate into tangible 

hiring and pay penalties (Cukrowska-Torzewska et al., 2025). In the UK, evidence 

shows that caregiving fathers are frequently mocked, suspected of low commitment, 

or accused of using care responsibilities to evade work, and that employers often 

treat paternity leave as either a luxury or a nuisance (Kelland et al., 2022; Gheyoh 

Ndzi, 2021). In Australia, similar dynamics prevail: fathers who take leave or request 

flexible working arrangements risk being perceived as less career-focused, reflecting 

persistent breadwinner norms that penalise deviation from the ideal worker model 

(WGEA, 2025). 

3) Gender norms around caregiving: Across all three countries, mothers continue to 

perform a larger share of unpaid domestic and care work, reflecting persistent norms 

around gendered social roles (mothers as caregivers, fathers as breadwinners). In the 

UK, women spend approximately 25 hours per week on unpaid work, compared 

with 19 hours for men (ONS, 2023). In Australia, women undertake around 32 
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hours of unpaid work per week on average, approximately nine hours more than 

men, and among partnered mothers with a child under 15, this rises to 47 hours per 

week (WGEA, 2025). In Poland, women report spending an average of 37 hours per 

week on household and care duties, compared with 22 hours for men (Baszczak et 

al., 2025).  

There is, however, cause for cautious optimism. Research suggests that the professional 

penalties associated with father caregiving can be attenuated – and potentially eliminated – 

when take-up becomes sufficiently widespread to normalise the behaviour and remove 

the stigma attached to individual men who take leave (Wang & Chung, 2026; Kasperska 

et al., 2024; Lott & Klenner, 2018). This points to a virtuous dynamic: the more fathers 

take leave now, the more the norms shift, and the lower the penalties future fathers will face. 

Poland's rapidly rising uptake figures are an early illustration of this process in action. 

COMPLEXITY AND POOR USABILITY 

All systems suffer from fragmented design, though in different forms: 

• UK: most complex (multiple overlapping schemes + employer-administered 

payments + SPL coordination burden).  

• Poland: financially complex (choice between 70% vs 81.5% structures; multiple 

leave types but centralised via ZUS).  

• Australia: structurally split system (government payment + employer-managed 

leave). 

Core issue: incremental policy layering → systems become navigationally costly, especially 

for lower-resource families.  

REINFORCEMENT OF GENDERED CARE NORMS 

Leave systems reinforce traditional caregiving patterns rather than neutralise them: 

• Financial structure: mothers are usually lower earners → rational household choice 

reinforces maternal leave.  

• Pay design: flat-rate systems (UK, Australia) amplify this effect.  

• Duration asymmetry: short paternal leave (e.g. UK 2 weeks) limits norm change.  

• Workplace culture: fathers face greater stigma for caregiving than mothers.  

Key dynamic: policy → financial incentives → workplace norms → reinforced behaviour 

loop.  
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Across all three countries, parental leave systems do not merely reflect existing gender 

norms – they actively reproduce them. When leave is predominantly allocated to mothers 

by default, paid at a rate that makes maternal caregiving the financially rational choice, and 

administered through structures that offer fathers little meaningful incentive to participate, 

the system signals, however unintentionally, that early childcare is primarily a maternal 

responsibility. 

The financial logic of this reinforcement is straightforward.  Because women typically earn 

less than men across all three countries, the household with the lower-earning mother and 

higher-earning father faces a direct financial incentive to have the mother take leave.  

Where leave is paid at a flat rate rather than as a proportion of prior earnings, the income 

penalty falls disproportionately on higher earners – who are more likely to be fathers – 

making the decision to take extended leave financially irrational for most households where 

the father earns more. The result is a self-reinforcing cycle: women take leave because it is 

financially rational, which reinforces their identity as primary caregivers, which in turn 

shapes employer expectations, workplace culture, and household norms in ways that make 

future equal sharing harder to achieve. 

 

The asymmetry in leave duration between mothers and fathers is a related but distinct issue. 

Some differential is justifiable – maternity leave serves a biological function, providing time 

for physical recovery from pregnancy and childbirth that has no equivalent for fathers.  

Whether two weeks of paternity leave is sufficient – as a matter of both child development 

and gender equality – is an open and increasingly contested policy question, especially in 

contexts when mothers take all or most of the parental leave. 

UNEQUAL ACCESS BY INCOME OR EMPLOYMENT STATUS 

Despite universal design, access is stratified by employment type and income: 

• UK: flat rate pay excludes many low-income families from taking leave; reliance on 

annual/sick leave is common.  

• Poland: non-standard employment contracts prevent eligibility.  

• Australia: work-test requirements and demographic disparities limit access for 

vulnerable groups.  

Core issue: formal universality does not equate to practical accessibility.  

 

In the UK, flat-rate statutory pay is the primary mechanism of exclusion. For low-income 

families, the income reduction associated with taking Shared Parental Leave or extended 
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parental leave is simply unaffordable – the flat rate bears no relation to prior earnings and 

offers no meaningful income replacement for those on modest wages. The practical 

consequence is that longer leave remains the preserve of higher-income families and those 

whose employers offer enhanced occupational pay. Self-employed workers face additional 

barriers, with more restricted access to statutory entitlements than employees. The 

affordability problem is so acute that many parents bypass formal leave entitlements 

altogether: data from 2019 show that around 30% of UK parents used annual leave and 

27% used sick leave to manage childcare gaps, rather than relying on unpaid parental leave 

(Working Families & Bright Horizons, 2019). This pattern reflects a rational response to a 

system in which formal entitlements are nominally available but financially inaccessible – 

and it has a gendered dimension, since the parents most likely to default to informal 

arrangements are fathers, for whom the flat-rate pay offers the least replacement relative to 

earnings, further entrenching the pattern of mothers taking the bulk of leave. 

 

Poland's coverage is broader by design, with the ZUS social insurance system providing 

access to earnings-related benefits for most employed parents. However, a significant 

portion of the working-age population is employed on civil contracts – including contracts 

of mandate and contracts for specific work – which limit access to ZUS-based parental 

leave benefits and employment protections. This has created a well-documented cultural 

phenomenon whereby prospective parents delay having children until mothers secure a 

stable employment contract, effectively treating contract type as a prerequisite for family 

formation27. Recent legislative efforts have sought to address the overuse of precarious 

contracts by employers, but the effects of these reforms have yet to materialise fully, and in 

the interim, a sizeable share of new parents remain outside the scope of the most generous 

provisions. 

 

Australia's equity gaps are both structural and demographic. Work-test requirements – 

which demand a minimum period of recent employment to qualify for Paid Parental Leave 

– limit access for parents with weaker or interrupted labour market attachment, including 

 

27 See, for example, the popular media article from OKO.press: https://oko.press/polski-nie-stac-na-

smieciowe-zatrudnienie-co-porazka-reformy-pip-mowi-o-panstwie  and research study on the importance of 

stable employment for fertility intentions in Poland: Kurowska, A., Matysiak, A., & Grabowska, M. (2026). 

Beyond usual suspects: Revisiting barriers to childbearing decisions in a low fertility setting. Population and 

Development Review, 52(1), 94-134. https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.70046  

https://oko.press/polski-nie-stac-na-smieciowe-zatrudnienie-co-porazka-reformy-pip-mowi-o-panstwie
https://oko.press/polski-nie-stac-na-smieciowe-zatrudnienie-co-porazka-reformy-pip-mowi-o-panstwie
https://doi.org/10.1111/padr.70046
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those in casual or seasonal work. Beyond employment status, research identifies specific 

groups who face compounded barriers to accessing the scheme: parents with limited English 

proficiency, parents with disabilities, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander parents all 

show lower take-up, reflecting the interaction of eligibility rules with broader social 

disadvantage. While Australia's means-tested Child Care Subsidy partially compensates for 

income-related inequalities further along the childcare continuum, the PPL scheme itself 

does not fully resolve the access gaps at the point of leave. 

MISMATCH BETWEEN LEAVE LENGTH AND CHILDCARE 
AVAILABILITY 

All systems show a structural gap between leave ending and childcare availability: 

• UK: very high childcare costs (~49% of average wage) + limited funded hours 

coverage → strong maternal labour exit and part-time hours pressure.  

• Poland: Active Parent helps, but rural childcare shortages limit effectiveness.  

• Australia: Childcare is widely available from infancy and heavily subsidised, but 

costs and access vary by income, hours of care needed, and location. For some 

families – particularly those needing full-time care for children under two or living in 

higher-cost or lower-supply areas – out-of-pocket costs and availability constraints 

can still create a post-leave adjustment gap.  

Key point: childcare systems, not leave length alone, determine post-leave gender equality 

outcomes.  

 

The UK's childcare costs are among the highest in Europe and have risen quickly over 

time, making this gap particularly acute (IFS, 2022). According to the OECD data 

(2024b), gross childcare costs for two children in the UK stand at approximately £23,546 

per year, which is equivalent to 49% of the average wage. Costs have also increased much 

faster than incomes: between 2010 and 2021, the price of a part-time nursery place for a 

child under two rose by 60% in cash terms – double the growth in average earnings and far 

exceeding the 24% rise in overall prices during the same period (IFS, 2022). There are also 

significant regional disparities. In 2022, the average cost of a full-time nursery place for 

children under two in Great Britain was £269.86 per week, rising to £368.73 in inner 

London (Coram, 2022; House of Commons Library, 2023). Given that the median take-

home salary for a working parent in London is around £30,000–£35,000, childcare fees can 

consume approximately 55–64% of income (ONS, 2025). The government's expansion of 

funded childcare entitlements is a significant step: from September 2025, eligible working 
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parents can access 30 hours per week of funded childcare from nine months until school age. 

However, this provision carries important limitations. The 30 funded hours cover only 38 

weeks of the year, leaving families to manage costs during school holidays. More 

fundamentally, 30 hours per week falls below full-time working hours, meaning that parents 

who work full-time must either top up with paid childcare, rely on informal arrangements, 

or reduce their working hours – and it is typically mothers who absorb this shortfall. For 

parents who do not meet the eligibility criteria – earning below the minimum threshold or 

above the £100,000 income cap – childcare costs remain entirely unsubsidised. There are 

also growing concerns about whether sufficient childcare places exist to meet the expanded 

demand, with provider availability emerging as a practical constraint on the policy's reach. 

 

Poland has made deliberate efforts to address the leave-to-childcare transition through the 

Active Parent Programme, which provides financial support for parents of children aged 12 

to 35 months regardless of whether they use formal childcare. However, a significant 

regional dimension undermines the programme's impact: access to formal childcare 

infrastructure – nurseries, children's clubs, and day caregivers – is highly uneven across the 

country28. In major urban centres such as Warsaw, childcare places are relatively abundant, 

and the Active Parent subsidy functions as intended. In rural areas and smaller towns, 

however, formal childcare provision is scarce, meaning parents may receive a financial 

benefit but have no institution through which to exercise it. This geographic inequality 

effectively limits the programme's ability to support maternal labour market return in the 

areas where it is most needed. 

 

Australia faces a more straightforward timing problem. Paid parental leave of up to 26 

weeks – rising to this level by July 2026 – ends well before children reach the age at which 

childcare becomes practically and financially accessible for most families. The Child Care 

Subsidy partially addresses affordability, covering up to 90% of costs for lower-income 

families, but eligibility criteria, availability of places, and the cost of care for children under 

two, who attract higher fees due to mandatory lower staff-to-child ratios, mean that the 

transition from leave to childcare is rarely seamless. For families in regional or remote areas, 

availability constraints compound affordability concerns.  

 

28 Early childhood education and care in Poland: 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/eurypedia/poland/access  

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/eurypedia/poland/access
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CROSS-COUNTRY LESSONS AND POLICY 

IMPLICATIONS 

The comparison of the UK, Poland, and Australia reveals that no single country has 

achieved an optimal balance across all dimensions of parental leave policy. Each system 

reflects different institutional legacies and cultural contexts, but the cross-country evidence 

yields clear lessons about what works, what does not, and under what conditions reform is 

likely to succeed. 

WHAT COUNTRIES CAN LEARN FROM EACH OTHER 

The most important lesson the UK can draw from Poland is the transformative effect of 

non-transferable, adequately paid father-specific leave. Poland's experience demonstrates 

that father uptake does not increase through awareness campaigns alone – it requires a 

structural entitlement that fathers will lose if unused, paid at a rate that makes taking it 

financially viable. The rapid rise in Polish father uptake following the 2023 reform – from 

near zero to 24% within two/three years – is one of the most compelling natural 

experiments in recent European leave policy. The UK's SPL scheme illustrates the opposite: 

formal flexibility without adequate pay produces negligible behavioural change. 

 

Australia offers the UK a different lesson: flexibility in how and when (increasingly more 

generous and gender neutral) leave is drawn down. By allowing parents to receive payments 

on any non-working day up until the child's second birthday, Australia gives families 

genuine discretion over the timing of their entitlement — enabling gradual returns to work, 

part-time transitions, and arrangements that fit individual circumstances rather than 

administrative timetables. The UK's rigid notice requirements, annual caps on unpaid 

parental leave, and fixed block structure stand in sharp contrast, and represent a reform 

opportunity that does not require the wholesale redesign of payment rates or scheme 

architecture. 

 

Poland, in turn, can learn from Australia's gender-neutral scheme design, in which each 

parent has a reserved non-transferable portion rather than explicitly gendered leave 

categories (i.e. maternity and paternity). This approach challenges rather than reinforces the 

underlying norm that caregiving is primarily a maternal responsibility. Gender-neutral 

design also has an important inclusivity dimension: it naturally accommodates same-sex 

couples and non-traditional family structures without requiring separate legislative 
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provisions. Poland's current framework, however, is constrained on this front – the Polish 

constitution defines a child as having a mother and a father, meaning the leave system is 

built on a binary, heteronormative assumption that excludes same-sex couples and other 

family configurations from equal access to entitlements. This represents a significant gap not 

only in terms of equality but in terms of policy coherence, as the system's broader gender 

equality objectives sit in tension with its implicit exclusion of families that do not conform to 

the traditional two-parent, opposite-sex model. Addressing this would require legislative 

change beyond parental leave policy itself, but it is worth noting as a structural limitation of 

Poland's otherwise increasingly progressive approach.  

 

Meanwhile, Australia's clearest lesson from Poland is financial: replacing earnings rather 

than paying a flat minimum wage is the single most effective lever for father uptake. The 

reserved weeks are a meaningful structural step, but while the payment rate remains tied to 

the minimum wage, higher-earning fathers face a real income sacrifice – and the evidence 

consistently shows they will opt out when they do.  

TRADE-OFFS BETWEEN GENEROSITY, FLEXIBILITY, AND TAKE-UP 

Three recurring trade-offs emerge from the comparative evidence that policymakers must 

navigate explicitly. 

 

The first is between generosity and labour market attachment and outcomes. International 

evidence suggests that leave of around six to twelve months, paid at a meaningful earnings-

replacement rate, produces the best outcomes for maternal employment and child 

development (OECD, 2025). Very short and extensively long leaves (beyond 16 months) 

are associated with negative effects on women's career trajectories in terms of labour market 

attachment, wages and career trajectories (Evertsson & Duvander, 2011; Kunze, 2022; 

Mandel & Semyonov, 2006). Leaves of seven to twelve months appear sufficient for 

physical recovery from childbirth without significant declines in human capital or labour 

market attachment (Kalb, 2018). 

 

The second is between flexibility and simplicity. Systems offering highly flexible leave are, 

in principle, more responsive to diverse family circumstances, but complexity deters uptake 

– particularly among lower-income and non-standard workers who lack the resources to 

navigate intricate eligibility rules. Effective flexibility requires not only formal entitlement 

but accessible guidance and simplified administration. 
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The third is between individual choice and structural equality. Systems that maximise 

parental choice tend to, in practice, reproduce existing gender inequalities, because 

prevailing norms and wage differentials systematically favour maternal caregiving. Non-

transferable father quotas constrain individual choice but produce more equitable outcomes 

at the population level. Unconstrained choice, in the context of persistent gender norms, is 

not a neutral policy position – it is one that actively reproduces inequality. 

DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR EFFECTIVE LEAVE SYSTEMS 

Several design principles emerge consistently from the comparative evidence. Earnings-

related payment at a meaningful replacement rate is the single most important feature for 

driving uptake, particularly among fathers and higher earners who face the greatest income 

penalty from flat-rate systems, though a minimum payment floor must be maintained for 

lower-income accessibility. Non-transferable father-specific entitlements of at least six to 

nine weeks, paid at an earnings-related rate, are necessary to shift the default caregiving 

arrangement rather than merely making equal sharing formally possible.  Integration 

between leave and childcare policy is critical for supporting maternal labour market return. 

Finally, targeted outreach and simplified administration for disadvantaged groups are 

necessary to ensure that formal universalism translates into practical accessibility. 

CONDITIONS UNDER WHICH REFORMS ARE LIKELY TO SUCCEED 

Financial credibility is the most fundamental condition for successful reform. New 

entitlements introduced without adequate payment – as the UK did with SPL in 2015 – 

produce negligible behavioural change and risk discrediting the policy altogether. Political 

and institutional alignment also matters: Poland's 2023 reform succeeded in part because it 

was embedded within the EU Work-Life Balance Directive, which provided external 

impetus and a clear implementation deadline. Countries without this external pressure must 

generate equivalent political will domestically. Notably, even in countries with progressive 

gender role attitudes, policy design can undermine public acceptance of parental leave 

reform if it is perceived as potentially unfair or too restrictive. Denmark's 2022 reform 

illustrates this tension: fathers' earmarked leave was increased from two to eleven weeks (2 

weeks paternity leave + 9 weeks parental leave), but this was done by reducing the 

transferable leave previously used predominantly by mothers, cutting their maximum 

entitlement from 46 to 37 weeks (Kleven et al., 2026). While the reform successfully 

narrowed gender gaps in earnings and hours worked, satisfaction with leave arrangements 

fell markedly, with only around half of mothers reporting satisfaction with the new division, 

most citing a preference for the mother to have had more time (Ibid.). 
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RISKS OF UNINTENDED CONSEQUENCES 

Three risks warrant particular attention. First, generous long maternity leave can amplify 

the motherhood penalty by increasing employers' perceived cost of hiring women of 

childbearing age – a risk most acute where leave is long, earnings-related, and 

predominantly taken by mothers. Policies that increase father uptake directly reduce this 

risk by distributing the perceived cost of parenthood more equally. Second, employer-

enhanced schemes tend to benefit workers in high-paying sectors who would have taken 

leave regardless, potentially widening rather than narrowing equity gaps. Third, expanding 

paid leave without equivalent investment in childcare infrastructure – or vice versa – 

produces new misalignments rather than resolving existing ones. Effective reform requires 

joined-up policy design across the full early years continuum rather than piecemeal 

adjustments to individual components of the system. 
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CONCLUSION 

This review has examined parental leave systems in the United Kingdom, Australia, and 

Poland across six dimensions: financial generosity, job protection, support for father 

involvement, flexibility and accessibility, alignment with childcare systems, and equity of 

access. The analysis reveals that while each country has made progress in recent years, 

significant gaps remain – and the pace and direction of reform diverge considerably between 

the three. 

 

Poland emerges as the most structurally progressive of the three systems, driven largely by 

the recent changes that occurred to meet the requirements of the 2019 EU Work-Life 

Balance Directive and an increasingly deliberate policy commitment to support families and 

households. The introduction of non-transferable, earnings-related father-specific leave in 

2023 has produced a rapid and measurable shift in father uptake. The system's remaining 

weaknesses – precarious contract exclusions, regional childcare inequalities, and the 

exclusion of non-heterosexual families from its legislative framework – are real, but they do 

not undermine the overall positive trajectory of reform. 

 

Australia sits in an intermediate position, with a system that has undergone substantive 

structural reform since 2023 and is continuing to expand. The introduction of reserved non-

transferable weeks for each parent, the extension of paid leave to 26 weeks, and the addition 

of superannuation contributions on paid leave all represent meaningful improvements. 

Australia's centralised, government-administered payment model and broad eligibility – 

extending to casual, part-time, and self-employed workers – give it an accessibility 

advantage over the UK. The primary remaining challenges are the flat minimum-wage 

payment rate, which limits financial incentives for higher-earning fathers. 

 

The United Kingdom presents the most concerning picture. Despite a nominally 

comprehensive set of leave entitlements, the system is characterised by flat rate pay that 

renders longer leave financially inaccessible for many families, negligible uptake of SPL, and 

a growing divergence from the standards prevalent across the EU. The Protection from 

Redundancy Act 2023 and the expansion of funded childcare hours are positive 

developments, but they do not address the fundamental design flaws – above all, the 

absence of adequate pay during the leave and non-transferable father-specific portion, 

which limit the system's capacity to support gender-equal caregiving. 
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Three overarching conclusions emerge from the comparative analysis. First, financial design 

is determinative. The single most consistent predictor of leave take-up – particularly among 

fathers – is whether the payment level makes taking leave financially rational. Structural 

entitlements without adequate pay are largely symbolic, as the UK's SPL experience 

demonstrates conclusively. Second, non-transferable father quotas are not a marginal 

design feature but a necessary condition for meaningful progress toward gender equality 

in caregiving. The international evidence, reinforced by Poland's recent experience, shows 

that fathers take the leave reserved specifically for them. Third, parental leave policy 

cannot be evaluated in isolation from childcare policy. The transition from leave to formal 

childcare is a critical juncture at which progress made during the leave period can be 

undone, through unaffordable costs, unavailable places, or the informal extension of 

maternal absence if the two systems are not designed in coordination. 

 

Looking ahead, the divergence in policy trajectories between the three countries is likely to 

widen. Poland's reform momentum, underpinned by EU legislative obligations and growing 

public engagement with gender equality, suggests continued progress. Australia's bipartisan 

political support for expanding paid leave and its willingness to undertake structural reform 

suggest a system that will continue to develop. The UK, by contrast, faces the risk of 

increasing isolation – not only from European standards but from the broader international 

direction of travel – unless it addresses the fundamental inadequacy of statutory pay and the 

structural weakness of its father-specific entitlements. The evidence reviewed here suggests 

that the cost of inaction is not merely a policy shortcoming but a compounding inequality: 

one that shapes the distribution of paid and unpaid work between men and women, the 

financial security of families during early childhood, and the long-term career trajectories of 

mothers for years beyond the leave period itself.  

  



   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 55 

 

REFERENCES 

1. [ABS] Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2022). How Australians Use Their Time 2020–21. 

ABS Website, accessed 21 January 2025 from: 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/how-australians-use-

their-time/2020-21  

2. Australian Institute of Family Studies (2024) An estimated one in four eligible mothers not 

taking up paid parental leave. Available at: https://aifs.gov.au/media/estimated-one-four-

eligible-mothers-not-taking-paid-parental-leave (Accessed: 4 May 2026). 

3. Australian Taxation Office (2025) Paid Parental Leave Superannuation Contribution. 

Available at: https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-

families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-

super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution 

(Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

4. Angelov, N., Johansson, P., & Lindahl, E. (2016). Parenthood and the gender gap in pay. 

Journal of Labor Economics. https://doi.org/10.1086/683347   

5. Aspalter, C., Jinsoo, K., & Sojeung, P. (2009). Analysing the welfare state in Poland, the 

Czech Republic, Hungary, and Slovenia: An ideal‐typical perspective. Social Policy & 

Administration, 43(2), 170-185.  

6. Baird, M. and Hill, E. (2022) Next Steps for Paid Parental Leave in Australia. Report 

commissioned by the Women’s Economic Equality Taskforce. Sydney: The University of 

Sydney. Available at: 

https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/resource/download/next-steps-ppl-1122-3.pdf 

(Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

7. Baszczak, Ł., Lesiak, M., Lewandowski, M., Rozbicka, I., Wincewicz, A., Baszczak, Ł., ... 

& Wincewicz, A. (2025). Division of Household Responsibilities and Its Consequences for 

Fertility. Polish Economic Institute.  

8. Becker, S. O., Fernandes, A., & Weichselbaumer, D. (2019). Discrimination in hiring based 

on potential and realized fertility: Evidence from a large-scale field experiment. Labour 

Economics, 59, 139–152.  

9. Birkett, H., & Forbes, S. (2019). Where’s dad? Exploring the low take-up of inclusive 

parenting policies in the UK. Policy Studies, 40(2), 205-224.  

10. Budig, M. J., & England, P. (2001). The wage penalty for motherhood. American 

sociological review, 66(2), 204-225.  

11. Budig, M. J., & Hodges, M. J. (2010). Differences in disadvantage: Variation in the 

motherhood penalty across white women’s earnings distribution. American sociological 

review, 75(5), 705-728.  

12. Coram Family and Childcare. (2022). Childcare survey 2022. Coram. (pp. 11–13)  

13. Correia, R. B., Wall, K., & Leitão, M. (2021). Portugal country note. In A. Koslowski, I. 

Dobrotić, G. Kaufman, & P. Moss (Eds.), International review of leave policies and research 

https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/how-australians-use-their-time/2020-21
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/people-and-communities/how-australians-use-their-time/2020-21
https://aifs.gov.au/media/estimated-one-four-eligible-mothers-not-taking-paid-parental-leave
https://aifs.gov.au/media/estimated-one-four-eligible-mothers-not-taking-paid-parental-leave
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
https://www.ato.gov.au/individuals-and-families/super-for-individuals-and-families/super/growing-and-keeping-track-of-your-super/how-to-save-more-in-your-super/government-super-contributions/paid-parental-leave-superannuation-contribution
https://doi.org/10.1086/683347
https://www.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/resource/download/next-steps-ppl-1122-3.pdf


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 56 

 

2021 (pp. 641). International Network on Leave Policies and Research. 

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/  

14. Correll, S. J., Benard, S., & Paik, I. (2007). Getting a job: Is there a motherhood penalty? 

American Journal of Sociology, 112(5), 1297–1338.  

15. Costa Dias, M., Joyce, R., & Parodi, F. (2018). The gender pay gap in the UK: Children 

and experience in work. Institute for Fiscal Studies.  

16. Cukrowska-Torzewska, E., & Matysiak, A. (2020). The motherhood wage penalty: A 

meta-analysis. Social Science Research, 88–89, Article 102416. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2020.102416   

17. Cukrowska-Torzewska, E., Kasperska, A., Matysiak, A., & Kaufman, G. (2025). 

Employers’ discrimination against fathers and mothers taking parental leave: Evidence from 

a choice experiment. WNE Working paper, No. 490 (2025–27), ISSN 2957-0506.  

18. de Linde Leonard, M., & Stanley, T. D. (2020). The wages of mothers’ labor: A meta-

regression analysis. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82(4), 1534–1552. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12693    

19. Dobrotić, I., Blum, S., Kaufmann, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. and Valentova, M. (eds.) 

(2025). International Review of Leave Policies and Research 2025. Available at: 

http://www.leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/   

20. Duvander, A. Z., & Ruspini, E. (2021). Who benefits from parental leave policies? A 

comparison between Nordic and Southern European countries. In The Palgrave handbook of 

family sociology in Europe (pp. 223–238). Springer.  

21. Esping-Andersen, G. (1996). Welfare states without work: The impasse of labour shedding 

and familialism in continental European social policy. Welfare states in transition, 66-87.  

22. Evertsson, M., & Duvander, A. (2011). Parental leave—Possibility or trap? Does family 

leave length affect Swedish women’s labour market opportunities? European Sociological 

Review, 27(4), 435–450. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq018   

23. Evertsson, M. (2016). Parental leave and careers: Women’s and men’s wages after parental 

leave in Sweden. Advances in Life Course Research, 29, 26–40. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2016.02.002   

24. Fair Work Ombudsman (2026) Parental leave and related entitlements. Available at: 

https://www.fairwork.gov.au/tools-and-resources/fact-sheets/minimum-workplace-

entitlements/parental-leave-and-related-entitlements (Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

25. Farré, L., & González, L. (2019). Does paternity leave reduce fertility? Journal of Public 

Economics, 172, 52-66.  

26. Gash, V., Olsen, W., Kim, S., & Zwiener-Collins, N. (2025). Decomposing the barriers to 

equal pay: examining differential predictors of the gender pay gap by socio-economic group. 

Cambridge Journal of Economics, beaf025.  

27. Gheyoh Ndzi, E. (2021). The devastating impact of gender discrimination on shared 

parental leave in the UK. International Journal of Law and Society, 4(4), 254-261.  

28. Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, King’s College London, Working Families, & 

University of East Anglia. (2021a). Working parents, flexibility, and job quality: What are 

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2020.102416
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12693
http://www.leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2016.02.002


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 57 

 

the trade-offs? https://www.kcl.ac.uk/giwl/assets/working-parents-flexibility-and-job-

quality-what-are-the-trade-offs.pdf   

29. Global Institute for Women’s Leadership, King’s College London, Working Families, & 

University of East Anglia. (2021b). Who can have it all? Job quality and parenthood in the 

UK. King’s College London. https://www.kcl.ac.uk/assets/research/project-upload-

2021/who-can-have-it-all-job-quality-and-parenthood-in-the-uk.pdf   

30. Goldin, C. (2014). A grand gender convergence: Its last chapter. American economic review, 

104(4), 1091-1119.  

31. Hall, P. A., & Soskice, D. W. (2001). Varieties of capitalism: The institutional foundations 

of comparative advantage. Oxford University Press.  

32. Hipp, L. (2020). Do hiring practices penalize women and benefit men for having children? 

Experimental evidence from Germany. European Sociological Review, 36(2), 250–264. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz056   

33. HM Government. (2025). Parental leave and pay review: Summary of existing evidence. 

GOV.UK. https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-

review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-summary-of-existing-

evidence#take-up-of-leave   

34. House of Commons Library. (2023). The spending of the Department for Education on 

early years and childcare (Debate Pack CDP-2023-0048). 

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CDP-2023-0048/CDP-2023-

0048.pdf   

35. Huerta, M. C., Adema, W., Baxter, J., Han, W. J., Lausten, M., Lee, R., & Waldfogel, J. 

(2014). Fathers' leave and fathers' involvement: Evidence from four OECD countries. 

European journal of social security, 16(4), 308-346.  

36. [IFS] Institute for Fiscal Studies. (2022). The changing cost of childcare (IFS Report 

R210). Institute for Fiscal Studies. 

https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/R210-The-changing-cost-of-

childcare.pdf   

37. Jones, L., Cook, R., & Connolly, S. (2023). Parenthood and job quality: Is there a 

motherhood penalty in the UK? Social Indicators Research, 170(2), 765-792.  

38. Kasperska, A., Matysiak, A., & Cukrowska-Torzewska, E. (2024). Managerial (dis) 

preferences towards employees working from home: Post-pandemic experimental evidence. 

PLOS one, 19(5), e0303307.  

39. Kelland, J., Lewis, D., & Fisher, V. (2022). Viewed with suspicion, considered idle and 

mocked‐working caregiving fathers and fatherhood forfeits. Gender, Work & Organization, 

29(5), 1578-1593.  

40. Kleven, H., Landais, C., & Søgaard, J. E. (2019). Children and gender inequality: Evidence 

from Denmark. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics, 11(4), 181–209. 

https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20170603   

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/giwl/assets/working-parents-flexibility-and-job-quality-what-are-the-trade-offs.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/giwl/assets/working-parents-flexibility-and-job-quality-what-are-the-trade-offs.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/assets/research/project-upload-2021/who-can-have-it-all-job-quality-and-parenthood-in-the-uk.pdf
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/assets/research/project-upload-2021/who-can-have-it-all-job-quality-and-parenthood-in-the-uk.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcz056
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-summary-of-existing-evidence#take-up-of-leave
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-summary-of-existing-evidence#take-up-of-leave
https://www.gov.uk/government/calls-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-call-for-evidence/parental-leave-and-pay-review-summary-of-existing-evidence#take-up-of-leave
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CDP-2023-0048/CDP-2023-0048.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CDP-2023-0048/CDP-2023-0048.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/R210-The-changing-cost-of-childcare.pdf
https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/output_url_files/R210-The-changing-cost-of-childcare.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1257/app.20170603


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 58 

 

41. Kleven, H., Landais, C., Lassen, A. S. S., Rosenbaum, P., Steingrimsdottir, H., & Søgaard, 

J. E. (2026). Expanding Paternity Leave: Effects on Beliefs, Norms, and Gender Gaps (No. 

w34862). Working Paper: National Bureau of Economic Research.  

42. Kurowska A., Godlewska-Bujok, B., and Michoń, P. (2025) ‘Poland country note’, in 

Dobrotić, I., Blum, S., Kaufman, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. and Valentova, M. (eds.) 

International Review of Leave Policies and Research 2025. Available at: 

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports   

43. Lendvai‐Bainton, N., & Szelewa, D. (2021). Governing new authoritarianism: Populism, 

nationalism and radical welfare reforms in Hungary and Poland. Social Policy & 

Administration, 55(4), 559-572.  

44. Lott, Y., & Klenner, C. (2018). Are the ideal worker and ideal parent norms about to 

change? The acceptance of part-time and parental leave at German workplaces. Community, 

Work & Family, 21(5), 564-580. 

45. Lundberg, S., & Rose, E. (2002). The effects of sons and daughters on men's labor supply 

and wages. Review of Economics and Statistics, 84(2), 251-268.  

46. Mandel, H., & Semyonov, M. (2006). A welfare state paradox: State interventions and 

women’s employment opportunities in 22 countries. American journal of sociology, 111(6), 

1910-1949.  

47. Misra, J., Budig, M., & Boeckmann, I. (2011). Work-family policies and the effects of 

children on women's employment hours and wages. Community, Work & Family, 14(2), 

139-157.  

48. Mohun Himmelweit S., Atkinson J., Koslowski, A. and O’Brien, M. (2025) ‘United 

Kingdom country note’, in Blum, S., Dobrotić, I., Kaufman, G., Koslowski, A., Moss, P. 

and Valentova, M. (eds.) International Review of Leave Policies and Research 2025. 

Available at: http://www.leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/  

49. [MRPiPS] Ministerstwo Rodziny, Pracy i Polityki Społecznej. (2024, June 12). Aktywny 

Rodzic (Active Parent). Gov.pl. https://www.gov.pl/web/rodzina/aktywny-rodzic    

50. Nepomnyaschy, L., & Waldfogel, J. (2007). PATERNITY LEAVE AND 

FATHERS’INVOLVEMENT WITH THEIR YOUNG CHILDREN: Evidence from the 

American Ecls–B. Community, Work and Family, 10(4), 427-453.  

51. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2021) LMF1.2 

Maternal Employment. OECD Family Database. Available at: 

https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/oecd-family-database.html  

52. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2023). Public 

spending on family benefits (% of GDP). OECD Family Database. Available at: 

https://oe.cd/fdb (PF1.1)  

53. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2024a). Society at a 

Glance 2024: OECD Social Indicators, OECD Publishing, Paris, 

https://doi.org/10.1787/918d8db3-en 

54. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2024b). Net childcare 

costs [Indicator]. https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/net-childcare-costs.html   

https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports
http://www.leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/
https://www.gov.pl/web/rodzina/aktywny-rodzic
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/datasets/oecd-family-database.html
https://oe.cd/fdb
https://doi.org/10.1787/918d8db3-en
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/net-childcare-costs.html


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 59 

 

55. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2025). Paid leave for 

fathers: Recent OECD policy trends. OECD Publishing, 

Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/07442bed-en      

56. [OECD] Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development. (2026) PF2.1 Parental 

leave systems. OECD Family Database. Available at: https://webfs.oecd.org/els-

com/Family_Database/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf (Accessed: 4 May 2026). 

57. Oesch, D., Lipps, O., & McDonald, P. (2017). The wage penalty for motherhood: Evidence 

on discrimination from panel data and a survey experiment for Switzerland. Demographic 

Research, 37, 1793–1824.  

58. [ONS] Office for National Statistics. (2023). Time use in the UK: 23 September to 1 

October 2023. Available at: 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/i

ncomeandwealth/bulletins/timeuseintheuk/23septemberto1october2023 (Access: 7 May 

2026).  

59. [ONS] Office for National Statistics. (2025). Employier earnings in the UK: 2025. ONS. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworking

hours/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025   

60. Parliament of Australia (2023) Paid Parental Leave Amendment (Improvements for 

Families and Gender Equality) Bill 2022. Available at: 

https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/R

esult?bId=r6960 (Accessed: 4 May 2026). 

61. [PTS] Pregnant Then Screwed. (2024). 4 in 10 mothers took just 12 weeks or less 

maternity leave in the UK. https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/4-in-10-mothers-took-just-

12-weeks-or-less-maternity-leave-in-the-uk/ 

62. Samtleben, C., Schäper, C., & Wrohlich, K. (2019). Elterngeld und Elterngeld Plus: 

Nutzung durch Väter gestiegen, Aufteilung zwischen Müttern und Vätern aber noch sehr 

ungleich. DIW Wochenbericht, 86(35), 607-613. 

63. Services Australia (2024) Dad and Partner Pay. Available at: 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay (Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

64. Services Australia (2026) Meeting the income test for Parental Leave Pay. Available at: 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/meeting-income-test-for-parental-leave-

pay?context=64479 (Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

65. Services Australia (2026) Parental Leave Pay. Available at: 

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parental-leave-pay (Accessed: 4 May 2026).  

66. Share the Care & ZUS. (2026). Równość rodzicielska w Polsce: Trzy lata od wdrożenia 

dyrektywy unijnej work-life balance [Parental equality in Poland: Three years after the 

implementation of the EU work-life balance directive]. Share the Care. 

https://rowni.sharethecare.pl/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Rownosc-rodzicielska-w-

Polsce-2026.pdf  

https://webfs.oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
https://webfs.oecd.org/els-com/Family_Database/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/timeuseintheuk/23septemberto1october2023
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/bulletins/timeuseintheuk/23septemberto1october2023
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/earningsandworkinghours/bulletins/annualsurveyofhoursandearnings/2025
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6960
https://www.aph.gov.au/Parliamentary_Business/Bills_Legislation/Bills_Search_Results/Result?bId=r6960
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/4-in-10-mothers-took-just-12-weeks-or-less-maternity-leave-in-the-uk/
https://pregnantthenscrewed.com/4-in-10-mothers-took-just-12-weeks-or-less-maternity-leave-in-the-uk/
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/dad-and-partner-pay
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/meeting-income-test-for-parental-leave-pay?context=64479
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/meeting-income-test-for-parental-leave-pay?context=64479
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/parental-leave-pay
https://rowni.sharethecare.pl/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Rownosc-rodzicielska-w-Polsce-2026.pdf
https://rowni.sharethecare.pl/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Rownosc-rodzicielska-w-Polsce-2026.pdf


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 60 

 

67. Tanaka, S., & Waldfogel, J. (2007). EFFECTS OF PARENTAL LEAVE AND WORK 

HOURS ON FATHERS’INVOLVEMENT WITH THEIR BABIES: Evidence from the 

millennium cohort study. Community, Work and Family, 10(4), 409-426.  

68. Twamley, K., & Schober, P. I. A. (2019). Shared parental leave: Exploring variations in 

attitudes, eligibility, knowledge, and take-up intentions of expectant mothers in London. 

Journal of Social Policy, 48(2), 387–407.  

69. UK Parliament. (2025). Raise statutory maternity/paternity pay to match the National 

Living Wage. https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/715292   

70. Wang, S., & Chung, H. (2026). Revisiting Flexibility Stigma: how framing remote working 

shapes bias against remote workers. Gender, Work & Organization.  

71. Working Families. (2024) Poll results: Views on parental leave in areas with marginal seats. 

Available at: https://workingfamilies.org.uk/news-events/news/poll-results-views-on-

parental-leave-in-areas-with-marginal-seats/   

72. World Bank. (2024). GDP per capita (current US$) (Indicator: NY.GDP.PCAP.CD). 

World Bank Data. https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD   

73. [WGEA] Workplace Gender Equality Agency. (2025). Supporting men as fathers in the 

workplace: A review of the evidence and research on parental leave. 

https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Supporting-men-as-fathers-in-

the-workplace-WGEA-review-evidence-research-parental-leave.pdf  

 

  

https://petition.parliament.uk/petitions/715292
https://workingfamilies.org.uk/news-events/news/poll-results-views-on-parental-leave-in-areas-with-marginal-seats/
https://workingfamilies.org.uk/news-events/news/poll-results-views-on-parental-leave-in-areas-with-marginal-seats/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Supporting-men-as-fathers-in-the-workplace-WGEA-review-evidence-research-parental-leave.pdf
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/Supporting-men-as-fathers-in-the-workplace-WGEA-review-evidence-research-parental-leave.pdf


   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 61 

 

 

  



   

 

PARENTAL LEAVE SYSTEMS IN THE UNITED KINGDOM, AUSTRALIA AND POLAND 62 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  


