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Abstract 

After the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, women’s workforce participation rates 

drastically increased. Inequitable gender policies forced women to choose between having 

children and pursuing a career. As a result, Europe’s fertility rates dropped. By 1990, all of the 

current EU member states had fertility rates below replacement levels. This trend could strain 

Europe’s generous welfare system. To resolve this, many EU member states are attempting to 

create a gender equitable society by implementing policies that support the growth of the dual-

earner, dual-caregiver model. Maternity leave helped states realize the “dual-earner” aspect of 

the universal caregiver model, and parental leave was an early, but unsuccessful, attempt to enact 

the “dual-caregiver” portion. Paternity leave and fathers’ quotas are necessary to realize the 

second phase of the model. To encourage men to take off from work, these leave schemes need 

to be highly compensated, last two or more months in duration, and be reserved specifically for 

fathers. This will promote a gender equitable division of childcare which encourages parents to 

have more children. When these individual decisions are aggregated, a country’s fertility rate 

increases. 

 Keywords: paternity leave, father’s quota, maternity leave, parental leave, fertility rate 
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The Effect of Parental Leave on Fertility Rates 

When hypothesizing about fertility rates, most would speculate that longer maternity 

leave periods would increase the average number of children a woman has. In actuality, the 

opposite is true; a gender equitable society is ideal for increasing fertility rates. 

The European Union (EU) guarantees women at least fourteen weeks of paid maternity 

leave and four months of parental leave which she can share with her husband (“Professional, 

Private and Family Life,” n.d.). Maternity leave must be taken immediately before and after 

birth. Parental leave is more long term. Some countries allow parents to use parental leave up 

until the child is eight years old (Schulze & Gergoric, 2015). Parental leave is typically gender 

neutral, meaning there are no stipulations regarding how this leave should be split between 

mothers and fathers (Naz, 2010). A few countries offer fathers’ quotas, or periods of parental 

leave reserved specifically for the man. Two-thirds of the EU member states also offer paternity 

leave. Although paternity leave is instrumental in achieving a gender equitable society, the EU 

does not require countries to offer it (Schulze & Gergoric, 2015).  

As Europe expands the welfare system and fertility rates remain below replacement 

levels, I argue that EU member states should implement parental leave schemes that target men, 

offer a high rate of financial compensation, and last at least two months in duration. This will 

encourage gender egalitarian norms within the home, an important aspect in parents’ decision to 

have children. 

This paper aims to explain why European countries ought to enact policies aimed at 

increasing fertility rates; demonstrate the impact maternity, paternity, and parental leave policies 

have on gender equity; and explain how egalitarian norms increase fertility rates. 

Literature Review 
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Low Fertility Rates 

Prior to the 1970s, the traditional breadwinner-homemaker model was prevalent (Vos, 

2009). During the half century following the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, female 

participation in the workforce rose dramatically. Consequently, women are often forced to 

choose between having children and advancing their career. Many women reconcile this choice 

by having children later in life. Researchers have discovered that postponing childbirth tends to 

reduce fertility rates since women are only fertile until a certain age (Kohler, Billari, & Ortega 

2002). As of 2014, all EU member states had fertility rates below the replacement level, or the 

2.1 children per woman necessary to replace a mother and father when they pass (Sullivan, 

Billari, & Altintas 2014; “Fertility Rates,” n.d.). Twelve countries were considered to  

 

Figure 1: Replacement, “very low,” and “lowest low” fertility rates in the EU  

Source: OECD 
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have “very low” fertility rates. This is a rate at or below 1.5 children per woman. Several 

countries have dipped below the “lowest low” fertility rate of 1.3 children per woman. Figure 1 

shows fertility rate trends in the EU. The horizontal green lines denote replacement, “very low,” 

and “lowest low” levels of fertility. 

Scholars predict that the low fertility rates will cause instability within the European 

welfare system. Since welfare programs are financed by taxes on the working population (Grant 

et al., 2006), low fertility rates will increase taxes for a region that is already one of the most 

highly taxed areas in the world. 

McDonald and Kippen (2001) conducted a study in which they examined the labor 

supply of sixteen developed countries. They concluded that all of them could face labor supply 

shortages within the next forty years. They noted that Europe is particularly susceptible to this. 

Although the size of their workforce is expanding, growth was slowest in European countries. 

Coupled with their propensity for “very low” and “lowest low” fertility rates, this foreshadows 

trouble for Europe’s generous welfare system. Implementing policies to increase fertility is a 

viable solution to these issues. 

Maternity and Parental Leave’s Impact on Fertility 

 As stated previously, low fertility rates are due, in part, to women’s decision to postpone 

childbirth. McDonald (2013) views this postponement, and subsequent reduction in childbearing, 

as a reaction against gender inequality. Paid maternity leave was created to alleviate this inequity 

by allowing women to expand their family while they continue to progress their career (Sullivan 

et al., 2014). Maternity leave tends to reduce, or even reverse, the rate of decline in fertility rates 

(see Figures 2-5 in Appendix). Kalwij (2010) explains this phenomenon not as a conscious 

decision to have more children, but as a change in the average age at which women choose to 
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give birth. He finds that paid maternity leave encourages women to have children earlier on in 

life. This effect is most pronounced among younger cohorts because as women age and progress 

their career, the opportunity cost associated with taking time off from a highly paid job 

discourages them from having children (Kohler et al., 2002). From a biological perspective, 

having children earlier gives women the option to have more children later on in life (McDonald, 

2013). 

In addition, maternity leave doesn’t increase fertility rates because it perpetuates the 

breadwinner-homemaker model (Leon & Millns, 2007). The extended time away from work not 

only reinforces the mother’s role as caregiver, but also puts her at a competitive disadvantage to 

her male coworkers. This further solidifies men’s role as the family’s provider. Although 

maternity leave aims to increase gender equality by allowing women to continue to progress their 

career despite taking time off to grow their family, it has the opposite effect. The longer the 

duration of leave, the more severely traditional roles are asserted. 

 Gender neutral parental leave schemes also normalize traditional gender roles within the 

family (Leon & Millns, 2007). Even though parental leave can be taken by either parent, the 

mother usually utilizes it. The three main reasons for this are that men usually experience a 

higher opportunity cost when they take time off from work, societal norms suggest that good 

parents are parents who conform to traditional gender norms, and men fear that taking parental 

leave would put them at a competitive disadvantage in the workplace (Klinth, 2008; Karu & 

Kasearu, 2011). 

Since men typically earn more than women, due to the gender pay gap, their time off is 

often associated with a larger loss in income (Leon & Millns, 2007). Thus, while women 

drastically change their work schedules after the birth of a child, fathers typically choose not to 
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(Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2011). Higher paternal work hours are associated with lower amounts of 

unpaid housework such as caring for the child (Hook, 2006). This tends to reduce second birth 

rates which depress fertility rates (Sullivan et al., 2014).  

 Geisler and Kreyenfeld (2011) argue that while economic choices are an important factor, 

cultural norms regarding good parenting are more influential. Karu and Kasearu (2011) 

exemplified this argument with their survey of Estonian fathers. Many men chose not to take 

parental leave because they feared they would be insufficient parents. They assumed that 

mothers would be better caregivers due to “natural instincts and a biological connection they 

develop with the child during pregnancy” (p. 33) This reasoning makes it clear that perceived 

beliefs about parenting and gender norms are very important factors when making decisions 

about parental leave. 

Men also expressed concern that there would be a stigma associated with taking parental 

leave (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2011). Most commonly, they feared that their employers and 

coworkers would look negatively at men who took parental leave (Leon & Millns, 2007). 

Depending on the country’s egalitarian attitudes, this may be merely a perceived problem 

(Klinth, 2008; Naz, 2010). 

In summary, there are both economic and normative barriers that discourage fathers from 

taking parental leave. As a result, men contribute significantly less time to childcare and other 

domestic tasks. This perpetuates the breadwinner-homemaker model which is associated with 

low fertility rates. To remedy this, societies should promote what is known as the dual-earner, 

dual-caregiver model. In this model, both men and women participate equally in paid work and 

unpaid domestic tasks (Karu & Kasearu, 2011). After the feminist movement, women drastically 

increased their workforce participation levels. Presently, Europe has achieved the “dual-earner” 
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aspect of the universal caregiver model. Now, Europe should focus on the “dual-caregiver” 

component. To encourage this type of gender equitability, countries ought to reserve portions of 

parental leave specifically for men, ensure that this leave is well compensated, and provide men 

with the opportunity to take two or more months off from work. 

Paternity Leave and its Impact on Fertility 

 Unlike gender neutral parental leave, which can be split between parents, paternity leave 

and fathers’ quotas can only be utilized by men (Cicca & Verloo, 2012). If the father does not 

use this time, the days off from work are lost and cannot be transferred to the mother. (Dearing, 

2016). Studies show that fathers are more likely to use paternity leave and fathers’ quotas than 

gender neutral parental leave (Naz, 2010; O’brien, 2009; O’brien, Brandth, & Kvande, 2007; 

Cicca & Verloo, 2012; Klinth, 2008). In addition to the reasons listed above, analysts theorize 

that the compulsory nature of paternity leave and fathers’ quotas is their defining characteristic 

(O’brien et al., 2007). If men do not use it, the entire family is penalized with a reduction in days 

designated for childcare (Cicca & Verloo, 2012). Thus, these types of leave reduce the stigma 

associated with taking time off from work by establishing a norm similar to that of maternity 

leave. In other words, when fathers have a child, employers will expect them to utilize paternity 

leave and fathers’ quotas, just as they expect women to use their maternity benefits (Naz, 2010). 

 Schober (2014) analyzed twenty-four countries and found that fathers are more likely to 

use paternity leave and fathers’ quotas when income replacement is high and the duration of the 

leave is long. This finding is in accordance with several other studies (O’brien, 2009; Ciccia & 

Verloo, 2012; Meil, 2013). On average, about two-thirds of eligible European fathers take leave 

under these conditions (O’brien et al., 2007). Klinth (2008) views paternity leave “as a tool to 

achieve long term changes in the gender division of family work.” A study conducted by 
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Sullivan et al., (2014) confirms this perspective. They  found that men who take parental leave 

are more likely to engage in unpaid domestic work such as taking care of children. Thus, fathers’ 

quotas effectively contribute to the “dual-caregiver” aspect of the universal caregiver model.   

 

Figure 6: Fertility rates of Nordic and Eastern European countries 

 Source: OECD 

Baizan, Arpino, and  Delclòs (2016) found that a reduction in paternal working hours is 

linked to a “sharp” increase in fertility rates. This is because much of the additional time off  is 

used to care for children. Sullivan et al. (2014) compared the amount of time fathers spent with 

their children in two regions of Europe. They found that Nordic countries, where fathers value 

gender equality to a higher degree than those in Eastern Europe, spent more time with their 

children. In Figure 6, I compared the fertility rates of these regions. I observed that prior to the 

1990s, all Eastern European countries had fertility rates above the “very low” level. Some 
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countries’ rates were even above replacement levels. After 1990, both the Eastern European 

countries and the Nordic states experienced a decline in fertility rates. The Nordic countries were 

able to maintain, or even increase their fertility rates partially because of their egalitarian 

attitudes and paternity leave policies which were implemented between 1991 and 1998 (Ciccia & 

Verloo, 2012; “Why Swedish Men,” 2014; “Finland,” 2013). In recent years, fertility rates have 

begun to converge as Eastern European countries have implemented their own parental and 

paternity leave legislation. 

There are various explanations for the association between gender equality and fertility 

rates. Paternity leave aims to change gender norms in order to achieve the dual-earner, dual-

caregiver model. Two or more months of leave may increase the father’s confidence in his 

parenting abilities (Bunning, 2015). This will assuage fears about being insufficient parents and 

challenge the widespread belief that mothers are instinctively better caregivers. As their 

confidence rises, men will feel comfortable with having more children. From the female’s 

perspective, the egalitarian distribution of housework makes it easier to pursue both a career and 

a family. This may encourage her to continue to bear children. There is disagreement regarding 

how paternity leave redistributes unpaid domestic work. When examining the relationship, 

researchers often lump housework and childcare together. Such studies conclude that both of 

these variables increase when fathers take paternal and parental leave (Bunning, 2015; Sullivan 

et al., 2014; Hook, 2006). When separated, however, scholars observe that the increase in males’ 

contributions to domestic tasks, such as cooking and doing laundry, is not statistically significant 

(Almqvist & Duvander, 2014, Meil, 2013; Ray, Gornick & Schmitt, 2008). They find that there 

is a positive correlation between take up of paternity leave and men’s  contributions to childcare. 

When examined closer, data shows that the duration of the leave plays an important role in how 
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childcare is shared between parents. Studies find that despite paternity leave policies in Sweden, 

women are still significantly more likely to stay home from work when a child gets sick 

(Dearing, 2016; Schober, 2014). Almqvist and Duvander (2014) argue that while this is true for 

fathers who took short periods of paternity leave, when combined with a long duration of 

parental leave, this task is shared in a more egalitarian manner. This occurs because as the 

duration of paternity leave increases, so does gender equability (Romero-Balsas, 2015).  

It is clear that paternity leave and fathers’ quotas resolve the problems that hinder men 

from taking gender neutral parental leave. Men’s increased time in the home may not decrease 

female’s contributions to housework, but it does make caring for the child(ren) easier. The longer 

the duration of paternity leave, the more egalitarian the household becomes. As a result of these 

gender equitable norms, parents frequently choose to have more children; therefore increasing 

the country’s fertility rate. 

Discussion 

 Many sociologists believe that social policies “always reflect the norms that they are 

intended to create” (Dearing, 2016, p. 26). Thus, the presence of paternity and parental leave 

periods are signs that Europe is pursuing the dual-earner, dual-caregiver model (O'brien, 

Brandth, & Kvande, 2007). Leon and Millns (2007) argue that thus far, the government’s ideal of 

an egalitarian society is predominately symbolic. Although paternity and parental leave schemes 

strive to promote the dual-caregiver aspect of the universal caregiver model, men’s overall take 

up of such leave is low. To increase usage, governments must reserve a well compensated 

portion of leave for men. Ideally, paternity leave and fathers’ quotas would last for a total of two 

or more months.  
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A parental leave policy that lacks the first two elements, a portion reserved for fathers 

and a high rate of financial compensation, will not be enough incentive to influence men to take 

paternity or parental leave. Even when these conditions do exist, men typically do not extend 

their leave beyond the paternity leave period unless there is a father’s quota (Schober, 2014). 

Naz (2010) argues that this may be because paternity leave and fathers’ quotas create a 

standardized duration of time for which employers should expect new fathers to take off. Men 

who surpass this length of time may experience stigma at work. 

The third component of an ideal parental leave policy, a long duration, is necessary to 

change gender norms. Bunning (2015) suggests that after two months of leave, fathers begin to 

share childcare tasks in a more equitable way. Since the average duration of paternity leave is 

only two weeks, countries ought to use a combination of paternity leave and fathers’ quotas to 

offer men two or more months of time off from work. 

To test my hypothesis about the ideal parental leave policy, I compared duration and 

compensation rates to paternal usage of leave (Table 1). I discovered that compared to paternity 

leave, parental leave usage was remarkably low regardless of its duration or rate of wage 

replacement. Finland, Portugal, and Sweden were exceptions to the trend. In these countries, the 

government offers men fathers’ quotas.  

A majority of fathers utilize paternity leave in countries that offer a duration of two 

weeks or more. Estonia is the only country in which less than fifty percent of fathers took leave 

(Pall & Karu, 2016). This is because Estonia still holds traditional gender norms in high regard. 

Back when Estonia was part of the Soviet Union, the government aimed to attain full 

employment (Karu & Kasearu, 2011). By 1979, 96% of able bodied women were working. This 

put stress on the household. Since the Soviet Union supported traditional gender roles,
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Table 1: Duration and usage of paternity and parental leave  
	 Paternity	Leave	 Parental	Leave	 Source	
	 Duration	(weeks),	Income	(%)	 Usage	 Duration	(weeks)*,	Income	(%)	 Usage	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Austria	 N/A	 N/A	 Low	income	replacement	 2006:	3.5%	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Belgium	 2	weeks	

100%	of	earnings	for	first	3	days	
82%	remaining	days	

2008:	68%	 12	weeks	
High	income	replacement	for	

fulltime	employees	

2005:	17%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Bulgaria	 3	weeks	
90%	of	earnings	if	insured	

--	 --	 --	 Merla (2016) 

Croatia	 N/A	 N/A	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 
(n.d.)	

Cyprus	 N/A	 N/A	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 
(n.d.)	

Czech	Republic	 N/A	 N/A	 40%	of	earnings	 2006:	1.4%	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Denmark	 2	weeks	

100%	of	earnings	
2011:	60%	 32	weeks	

High	income	replacement	
2003:	62%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Bloksgaard	&	Rostgaard	(2016)	
Estonia	 2	weeks	

100%	of	earnings		
2015:	46%	 Low	income	replacement	 2010:	6%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Pall & Karu (2016)	
Finland	 2.8	weeks	(18	days)	

70%	of	earnings	
2014:	78%	 Father’s	Month	(4	weeks)	

70%	of	earnings	
2005:	89%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Salmi,	Narvi,	&	Lammi-Taskula	
(2016)	

France	 2	weeks	
100%	of	earnings	

2012:	62%	 3	years	
Moderate	income	replacement	

2003:	“Low”	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Fagnani	&	Boyer	(2016)	

Germany	 N/A	 N/A	 8	weeks	
67%	of	earnings	

Jan	–	March	2007:	
8.5%	

O’brien,	(2009)	

Greece	 .3	weeks	(2	days)	
100%	of	earnings	

--	 3	years	
Unpaid	

--	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Hungary	 1	week	
100%	of	earnings	

--	 3	years	
70%	of	earnings	(if	insured)	

2005:	“Low”	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Ireland	 N/A	 N/A	 14	weeks	
Unpaid	

--	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Italy	 .14	weeks	(1	day)	
100%	of	earnings	

--	 6	months	plus	1	month	of	
optional	leave	
30%	of	earnings	

--	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Maternity and Parental Leave 

(n.d.)	
Latvia	 2	weeks	

80%	of	earnings	if	insured	
--	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 

(n.d.)	
Lithuania	 4	weeks	

100%	of	earnings	
--	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 

(n.d.)	
Luxembourg	 N/A	 N/A	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 

(n.d.)	
Malta	 .14	weeks	(1	day)	 --	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 
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Unpaid	 (n.d.)	
Netherlands	 .3	weeks	(2	days)	

100%	of	earnings	
2013:	83%	 .42	weeks	(3	days)	

Low	income	replacement		
2006:	19%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

den	Dulk	(2016)	
Poland	 2	weeks	

100%	of	earnings	
--	 Low	flat	rate	 2005:	2.5%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

Maternity and Parental Leave 
(n.d.)	

Portugal	 3	weeks	
100%	of	earnings	

2014:	66%	 15	Daddy	Days	(2	weeks)	
100%	of	earnings	

2014:	57.5%	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Wall & Leitão 2015 

Romania	 1	week	
100%	of	earnings	

--	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 
(n.d.)	

Slovak	
Republic	

N/A	 N/A	 --	 --	 Maternity and Parental Leave 
(n.d.)	

Slovenia	 2	weeks	
100%	of	earnings	

80%	 18	weeks		
100%	of	earnings	for	first	3	

weeks	

2003:	2.2%	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Stropnik	(2016)	

Spain	 4	weeks	
100%	of	earnings	

2014:	55%	
	

Unpaid	entitlement	until	the	child	
is	3	

2005:	4.5%	 O’brien,	(2009)	
Escobedo, Meil, & Lapuerta 

(2016)	
Sweden	 2	weeks	

80%	of	earnings	
2014:	75%	 12	week	Daddy	Quota	 1998:	90%		

usually	taken	in	
small	blocks	of	

time	

O’brien,	(2009)	
Hass,	Duvander,	Hwang	(2016)	

United	
Kingdom	
	

2	weeks	
Flat	rate	

2005:	93%	
50%	take	

statutory	leave	

13	weeks	
Unpaid	

2005:	8%	 O’brien,	(2009)	

* Parental leave duration is the portion available to men, not the full duration 
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women were forced to juggle work and domestic duties. As a result, many post-Soviet states, 

including Estonia, view gender equality in a negative light. Karu and Kasearu (2011) stated that 

Estonia’s modern day parental leave scheme was “implemented with no gender equality aspects 

in mind” (p. 26). Thus, unlike the Swedish government, which was heavily involved in media 

campaigns that encouraged fathers to take paternity leave (Klinth, 2008), Estonian officials did 

not attempt to change the deeply entrenched gender norms. Despite the low financial opportunity 

costs associated with taking leave, men chose not to take paternity leave due to widespread 

assumptions that women were inherently better parents and that taking leave would put them at a 

competitive disadvantage in the workplace (Karu & Kasearu, 2011).  

 

Figure 7: Fertility rates of countries with 2  or more weeks of paternity leave	 

Source: OECD  
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 In Figure 7,  I examined the fertility rates of countries that offered a two or more weeks 

of paternity leave1. I observed that a majority of these countries maintained fertility rates above 

the “lowest low” level. In addition, after the mid 1990s, most of these countries’ fertility rates 

began to converge above the “very low” level. The timing is significant because this is the period 

in which these countries implemented their paternity leave laws. The only three countries that 

remain below the “lowest low” fertility rate are Spain, Portugal, and Poland. Although there was 

no data on Polish father’s paternity leave uptake (see Table 1), I did observe that both Spanish 

and Portuguese fathers’ take up of leave was below average2.  

Due to a lack of data, I could not compare countries that offered between one .14 weeks 

(1 day) and 1 week of paternity leave. Based on my research, paternity leave usage should be 

low in these countries. This should also be correlated with a low fertility rate. The Netherlands, 

however, does not seem to fit this pattern. Despite their short duration of paternity leave, 83% of  

fathers took time off from work in 2013. I argue that the Netherlands does not disprove my 

hypothesis; instead, it is an outlier.  

When grouped together, most of the countries that allot fathers less than 2 weeks of 

paternity leave have begun to converge around the “very low” fertility rate (Figure 8). As I 

speculated, the Netherlands’ fertility rate is much higher than most of the other countries. Thus, 

this country is an outlier. One explanation for this phenomenon is that the Dutch firmly believe 

that parents should be very involved in caring for their children (Mills, 2015). Oftentimes, 

childcare duties fall on the mother’s shoulders.  

Ireland is another outlier. They too were able to maintain consistently high levels of 

fertility because women are extensively involved in childcare (Vos, 2009). In fact, mothers  

																																																								
1	Since	only	three	countries	have	fathers’	quotas,	I	divided	countries	based	on	paternity	leave	durations.	
2	According to the data in Table 1, the average rate of use was 68%.	



The Effect of Paternity Leave on Fertility Rates         Demons 

	

17	

 

Figure 8: Fertility rates in countries with less than 2 weeks of paternity leave	 

Source: OECD 

usually leave the workforce for a decade or more in order to care for their children. Cyprus and 

the Slovak Republic are the two countries with fertility rates just above the “lowest low” level. 

Neither of these countries offers men paternity leave.  

It appears that my hypothesis is correct; in countries that target men with long, well 

compensated paternity leave and fathers’ quotas, fertility rates are higher. There are several 

outliers, such as Estonia, the Netherlands, and Ireland. These countries all have a deeply rooted 

tradition of gender inequity. It is fascinating that although all three countries value traditional 

gender roles, fertility rates varied from about average to extremely high. It would be interesting 
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to observe whether or not paternity leave use and fertility rates spiked if their governments 

decided to initiate a Swedish styled media campaign to encourage men to take more leave 

(Figure 9 in Appendix). 

Conclusion 

 After the feminist movement of the 1960s and 1970s, women’s workforce participation 

rates drastically increased. Due to inequitable gender policies, women were forced to choose 

between having children and progressing their career. As a result, European fertility rates 

dropped. By 1990, all of the current EU member states had fertility rates below replacement 

levels. If this trend were to continue, it would place considerable stress on Europe’s welfare 

system. To resolve this, many European member states are attempting to create a gender 

equitable society by implementing policies that support the growth of the dual-earner, dual-

caregiver model. Maternity leave helped states realize the “dual-earner” aspect of the universal 

caregiver model, and parental leave was an early attempt to enact the “dual-caregiver” phase. 

Unfortunately, because of economic opportunity costs, traditional gender roles, and paternal 

fears of being inadequate caregivers, mothers took a majority of the parental leave. This 

continued to perpetuate gender norms. Paternity leave and fathers’ quotas are solutions to these 

concerns. Men are more likely to take off from work when leave schemes are highly 

compensated, last two or more months, and are reserved specifically for fathers. The high rate of 

income replacement and the standardized length of leave time assuage fears about financial 

opportunity costs and experiencing stigma in the workplace. The long duration increases paternal 

confidence in their parenting skills and challenges the belief that women are instinctively better 

caregivers. The longer the leave period, the more fathers contribute to childcare. As males 

become more comfortable caring for the child, they often become more open to having another. 
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Paternity leave and fathers’ quotas also enable women to combine work and a family life more 

easily. As a result, women are more willing to continue bearing children. When aggregated 

across the country, these individual decisions to have more children increase the country’s 

fertility rate. 

 It is important to note that the universal caregiver model is still expanding and no country 

has achieved this ideal yet. Since the model is relatively new, it is unclear whether or not the 

egalitarian distribution of childcare lasts as the child gets older. For example, men’s division of 

housework from childcare demonstrates that no matter the length of paternity leave and fathers’ 

quotas, there are still some domestic tasks that are predominately done by women.  

 Although there appears to be a correlation between the take up of paternity leave and 

fertility rates, this does not denote a causal relationship. Meil (2013) notes that men who take 

long periods of paternity leave and fathers’ quotas may be more child-oriented. Bunning (2015) 

disagrees. She argues that this issue is not as prominent as most researchers believe it to be. In 

her study on German fathers she examined the same group of men before and after important 

changes in paternity and parental leave legislation. To her surprise, men who did not contribute 

much to childcare prior to the policy change became more involved parents after they were given 

fathers’ quotas. 

Future research should examine the role demographics play in paternal uptake of leave. 

For instance, Sullivan et al. (2014) finds that men with higher educations are more likely to use 

leave. Studies should also examine how the number of children a couple already has impacts the 

relationship between paternal take up of leave and fertility rates. Duvander, Lappegard, and 

Andersson (2010) found that the effect of an egalitarian distributions of childcare diminished 

when the family was deciding whether or not to have a third child.   
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Appendix 
Figure 2: Lithuania

 
The circled points highlight the introduction of, and major changes in, the maternity leave policy.      Source: OECD 
 
Figure 3: Slovak Republic

 
The circled points highlight the introduction of, and major changes in, the maternity leave policy.      Source: OECD 
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Figure 4:Spain 

 
The circled points highlight the introduction of, and major changes in, the maternity leave policy.      Source: OECD 
 
Figure 5: United Kingdom 
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The circled points highlight the introduction of, and major changes in, the maternity leave policy.      Source: OECD 
 
Figure 9 Spikes in Sweden’s fertility rates due to media campaigns 

 
Source: OECD; Klinth (2008) 

 
 
 


