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WOMEN’S AND MEN’S  CAREER INTERRUPTIONS IN EUROPE: 
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL POLICIES 

 
 

Rosy Musumeci and Cristina Solera1 

 

 

Abstract  
How do countries differ in the type and level of women’s and men’s labour-market participation 
around parenthood? What are the models of interruptions prevalent? What is their impact on 
subsequent participation and wages? How does this impact depend on duration, type and “gender” of 
interruptions? How such impact is connected to the different social policies offered? Drawing on 
existing comparative datasets and offering a synthesis of the main “facts” and arguments provided so 
far in the literature, this paper addresses these questions by looking both at women and men and at 
similarities and differences within enlarged Europe. It shows that there is clearly a cost to employment 
discontinuities, either for unemployment or family-care, in terms of current and future participation, 
career opportunities, and wages, and these costs are institutionally and culturally embedded. Costs for 
parenthood, which are still the highest and the most “gendered”, are minimal in countries that spend 
more on families and, within such investment, that spend more on childcare services than on cash 
transfers. Moreover, they are lowest in countries where rights to leaves are individual-based, where 
fathers have paternity leaves or a specific reserved quota in the parental leaves, where wage 
compensation is high throughout the period, and where length is overall relatively short. 
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Introduction 
 
Changes in women’s behaviour with regard to fertility and labour-market participation are two of the 
most important processes which have reshaped the overall societal framework in the developed 
countries in the second half of the twentieth century and in the first decade of the twenty-first. On the 
one hand, together with increasing life expectancy, low birth rates have reshaped the demography both 
of society and of families and kin. On the other hand, the increase in women’s, and particularly 
mothers’, labour-market participation has not only changed women’s life course patterns and resources; 
it has also changed the organisation of everyday life for families, men, and children. Men, to some 
extent, have indeed become more involved in what before was an exclusively domain of women, 
domestic and care work.   

These two processes are linked in complex and ambiguous ways; they have varied across countries; 
and they have involved different social groups within as well as across countries, redesigning patterns of 
similarities and dissimilarities. Surely work and family have everywhere become more compatible. Yet, 
women’s labour-market participation still differs importantly from that of men. This is strongly 
connected to the issue of the gender allocation of family responsibilities and obligations. It is women, 

                                                 
1
 This contribution is drawn on a report that Cristina Solera has prepared, on behalf of Fondazione Brodolini, for EGGE 
(European Network of Experts on Employment and Gender Equality Issues) financed by and prepared for the use of the 
European Commission (DG Justice). The authors would like to thank Mark Smith for the precious comments given during 
the preparation of the report,  and Fondazione Brodolini for the permission to use it for this contribution.  
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not men, who tend to adjust their supply when they get married or have children and/or when the 
partner’s income is insufficient. Such adjustment may consist in taking a period of leave and then 
moving to part-time while children are young or for “ever”; in taking leave and withdrawing from the 
labour market; or in withdrawing before childbirth. Some women, instead, may persist with continuous 
full-time participation, returning soon after childbirth (Solera, 2009; Scott et al, 2009; Bettio et al, 2013). 
For men the main reasons for interruptions are still not family-related, having more to do with 
unemployment or training, although men’s take up rates of leaves show signs of increase among 
younger generations, opening not only to new gender allocations but also to new gender and 
parenthood identities (Finn and Henwood, 2009; Ray et al., 2010; EIGE, 2011). 

These different types of adjustment around parenthood then have different consequences on 
women’s and men’s careers in terms of subsequent participation, and in terms of class mobility and 
wages. As a vast literature shows, the type of adjustment and the cost of motherhood prevalent in one 
country or among a specific group of women varies according to a complex set of material and 
symbolic resources, to which women and couple have access: resources of gender definitions, human 
and social capital, income and time; resources furnished by the women themselves, their partners, the 
kinship network, or the state. Crucial in shaping cross-country differences in women’s and men’s 
employment patterns over the life course is the package of reconciliation policies offered and their 
orientation: that is, the extent to which they “defamilialise” caring responsibilities and child costs, and 
the extent to which they do so by investing more in services than in cash transfers and encouraging 
gender equality within families, that is, men’s participation in domestic and care work (Gornick and 
Meyers, 2003; Lewis, 2006; Naldini and Saraceno 2011; Bettio et al, 2013). 

Many studies have analysed types and consequences of labour market interruptions. Yet, they have 
rarely focused both on men and women or on a large set of countries. Drawing on existing comparative 
datasets, this piece of work offers a synthesis of the main “facts” and arguments provided so far in the 
literature, looking both at men and women and at all countries in enlarged Europe. More precisely, the 
paper is organised into three sections. Section one examines figures on women’s and men’s labour-
market participation in Europe, first showing comparative cross-sectional data on overall employment 
rates by age and presence of children, and then moving to longitudinal figures on movements over the 
life course, and in particular around childbirth. Section two reviews the literature on the impact of 
interruptions on subsequent participation and on wages after childbirth or after unemployment and it 
highlights how this impact varies between men and women and across countries, how it is mediated by 
policies and gender norms. Section three discusses the dimensions and the types of social policies that 
the literature has indentified as promoting or inhibiting women’s labour-market attachment around 
motherhood, and men’s contribution to care work. Then it describes how the two pillars of these 
policies – childcare services and leaves – are concretely designed in the different countries. The last 
section provides a summary of the main findings, and discusses some policy implications.   

The debate on how clustering countries and gendering mainstreaming welfare typologies is a large 
debate, which is beyond the scope of this work. Here, in order to provide a systematic comparison and 
to facilitate analyses, countries are divided into six groups “simply” according to geographical area: 
Southern Europe, Northern Europe, Continental Europe, Eastern Europe, Baltic countries and Anglo-
Saxon countries. These different geographical groups broadly correspond to different welfare and 
gender regimes, and, as we shall see, they exhibit quite different patterns of women’s and men’s labour-
market participation around parenthood.                                                                                                                     

 
Mothers’ and fathers’ employment patterns in Europe  
 
Different employment rates: a cross-sectional overview  
 
In recent decades, women’s participation in the labour market has increased in most countries. Yet, in 
the EU-27 their levels still differ substantially. More precisely, four distinct groups of countries can be 
identified: countries with low employment rates (Southern EU especially Italy, Greece and Spain), 
countries with medium-low employment rates (those of Continental Europe, in particular France, 
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Luxembourg and Belgium and those of Eastern Countries), medium-high employment rate countries 
(for example the UK, Germany, Austria, and the Baltic countries), countries with high employment 
rates (North Europe). If the 2010 Lisbon target is considered, in 2009 overall only 16 out of 27 
Member States had reached the required female employment rate of over 60%2.  

The different levels and types of women’s involvement in paid work are strongly connected to the 
issue of the gender allocation of family obligations and responsibilities. Comprehending 
transformations in women’s involvement in the labour market therefore requires one to distinguish 
between parents and non-parents. Using our calculations on Eurostat, LFS, online statistics database, 
we can determine the following3.  

 In all countries except four (Slovenia, Lithuania, Latvia and Romania) women aged 25-49 with one 
child have employment rates lower than those of women without children: the gap is particularly wide 
in Eastern countries (for example, the Czech Republic: -17.1 percentage points, Hungary: -13.2pp and 
Slovakia: -10.5pp), whereas it is particularly narrow in Northern countries, in most of continental 
Europe and in Bulgaria, Romania and Portugal. Among Mediterranean countries, the employment 
impact of the first child is particularly wide in Malta (-20.9pp) and, among Anglo-Saxon countries, in 
Ireland (-13.3pp). 

As regards the employment impact of the second child, in most countries the negative impact 
increases from the first to the second childbirth. However, while in some countries the gap between the 
employment rates of women with two children and those with only one child is quite wide (Malta: -
12.2pp, Estonia: -7.8pp, Ireland: 6.7pp, Italy: 6.1pp); in others the gap is narrower and does not exceed 
two percentage points (Portugal, Latvia, France, Slovakia). In seven countries (Finland, Slovenia, 
Cyprus, Belgium, the Netherlands, Hungary and Czech Republic) women with two children have even 
higher employment rates than those with only one child.  

The negative employment impact of motherhood is maximum for the third child: in no country is 
the employment impact of the third child positive (differently for the second child), and the difference 
between employment rates of women with three children and those of women with two children 
appears huge in 12 countries, where it is between –15pp and –30pp; only in five countries is this 
difference below 10pp.   

The gender division of paid and unpaid labour clearly emerges when the male employment rates 
and the impact of fatherhood are compared with this. It is women, not men, that tend to reduce their 
labour market participation when they have children. Men tend rather to increase it, as the positive 
difference in employment rates of men with children and those without signals. This suggests that a 
precondition to becoming a parent in a couple is that men are employed and possibly in a relatively 
“strong” position on the labour market, a precondition that not equally applies to women, especially 
among the low educated (Mencarini and Solera, 2011). Moreover, within Europe men are much less 
heterogeneous in their behaviours than women: the difference in employment rates between men 
without or with one child ranges from +3.7 in Luxembourg to +11.4 in Portugal; for women from –21 
in Malta to + 5.2 in Slovenia. 

Employment rates by presence of children may yield a distorted representation of changes in 
women’s and men’s working behaviours, because they do not allow distinctions to be drawn among 
“age”, “period” and “cohort” effects. The increase in women’s activity rates over decades may, in fact, 
be the effect of different phenomena. Women may have increased both their first entry into paid work 
and subsequent permanence in it over family formation; they may have increased re-entries after having 
interrupted paid work; or they may have changed only one of these behaviours. Also the profile of 
women pursuing continuous careers may have changed. Women’s activity rates may have increased 
because more women in younger cohorts have acquired the characteristics that have always favoured 
their attachment to the labour market (higher education, lower family burden). Alternatively, the rise in 
women’s activity rates may derive from an increased possibility to combine paid work with marriage 

                                                 
2Our calculations on Eurostat, LFS, online statistics database 
(http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/search_database) 
3 Data reported in this section refer to 2009-2010, as the most updated comparative institutional dataset available from Oecd 
family database or Eusilc that we shall use in the second part of this contribution.   
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and motherhood, and not just for some but for most women, cutting across education, class, and 
region. Moreover, women with more children may have lower employment rates because they stop 
working at the second child, or it may be that it is mainly women already out of paid work that tend to 
have a second or third child. Women already out of paid work may return when the family size 
increases due to financial necessity.  

Longitudinal data help highlight when, for whom and why continuities and discontinuities occur.   
 
Continuity or discontinuity around parenthood: a longitudinal overview 
 
Drawing on European Community Household Panel (Eurofound, 2006, table 4, p. 57), the extent of 
employment continuity and interruptions over a five-year period (1995-1999) for men and women aged 
15-64 in 13 EU countries can be determined. As already suggested by cross-sectional figures, there is a 
marked gender gap in the level of work continuity. In the period considered, one third of women 
against half of men were continuously employed; by contrast, 14% of men and 33% of women were 
not employed at all during the same period. Although, because the statistics refer to people aged 15-64 
in general, what happens around parenthood and care responsibilities is not precisely indicated, the 
much higher proportion of women in comparison to men reporting episodes of inactivity (60% vs. 
33%) is certainly connected to what happens “within the family”, that is, to the gender division of paid 
and unpaid work. It is also connected to labour market and welfare opportunities and regulations.  

Spain, Italy and Greece are the countries where the proportion of inactive women is highest (over 
70% vs. 45-49% in Northern countries, for example), while differences across the countries in the 
proportion of inactive men are minimal. Many authors have indeed described the Mediterranean 
countries as having an “opt in/opt out” participation pattern, rather than a universal model of 
discontinuous participation as in Britain, or of continuous or curtailed participation as in Scandinavia 
and Germany, respectively. Until recently, in Mediterranean countries a large share of women had never 
entered the labour market, or re-entered it after an interruption; at the same time, among those that do 
enter paid work, a considerable sub-set had had full-time continuous careers lasting as long as those of 
men (Schizzerotto et al, 1995; Bison et al, 1996; Solera, 2009).  

Drawing on the same ECHP dataset, the figure below shows that everywhere a large share of 
working women change their participation when having their first child. However, the way in which 
they do so varies greatly across countries. With the exception of the Netherlands, Belgium and Ireland, 
the probability of women leaving the labour market after the first childbirth is higher than the 
probability of a change from a full-time job to a part-time one. Overall, the countries where women 
most adjust their participation around first childbirth are the Netherlands, followed by the UK, then 
Germany, Ireland, and Belgium. Types of adjustment differ among these countries: as said, in the 
Netherlands, and to a lesser extent in Belgium and Ireland, it is movements from full-time to part-time 
that prevail, whereas in the UK it is movements out of the labour market. In Germany, both types of 
movements affect around 20% of women each. The countries where adjustments seem overall smallest 
are the Mediterranean and Scandinavian ones.  
These figures are in line with the results of many longitudinal comparative studies based on various 

data sources. By comparing UK, Germany, The Netherlands, Sweden and Japan, Kenjoh (2005), for 
example, shows that, in the 1980s and 1990s, the employment pattern of Swedish mothers that give 
birth to their first child is very different from that in the other countries. Sixty months after birth, for 
instance, 70% of Swedish mothers were back at work, whereas less than 50% of the mothers in each of 
the other countries were so. The Netherlands and the UK have experienced an increase in the 
employment rate of new mothers but their shares of continuous careers remain lower than in Sweden. 
In contrast, in Germany mothers’ employment has decreased from the mid-1980s to the 1990s, while in 
Japan it has remained stable. 
Stier and Lewin-Epestein (2001), analysing women’s employment status at three points in time (after 

marriage but before children, when the children were in preschool age and when they were in school), 
reach similar conclusions. They find a dramatic shift in women’s employment patterns with the arrival 
of children, but the shift varies across countries. Netherlands, Germany, Australia and New Zealand 
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have the highest levels (over 60%) of non-employment when mothers have preschool children, 
followed by Britain, Norway and Austria (above 50%).  
 
Figure 1. Women’s transitions in Europe around first childbirth 

 
Source: Del Boca and Pasqua, 2005a, fig.10, p. 14. 

 

 
The impact of labour-market interruptions  
 
Returning to work after leave  
 
As shown by Eurostat statistics (2009) on the basis of the Establishment Survey on Working Time and 
Work-Life Balance (ESWT) carried out in 2004/2005, in EU-21 44% of the managers from 
establishments with employees on parental leave stated that the majority of their female employees 
resumed work afterwards, working the same number of hours as before; 34% of the enterprises stated 
that the majority of mothers asked for reduced working hours (from full-time to part-time, or a further 
reduction when already working part-time); and only 10% reported that the majority of mothers did not 
resume work (figure 2). Yet, substantial differences exist among the 21 European countries. In the 
majority of countries the most frequently observed type of behaviour is the resumption of work with 
the same number of hours as before, followed by the reduction of working hours. By contrast, in a 
second group of countries (Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, Sweden and the UK) the most frequent 
behaviour is working at reduced hours, followed by the resumption of work with the same number of 
hours as before. Especially Germany and Austria, countries that might be considered to have a 
“conservative welfare regime”, show a very pronounced concentration of answers in relation to the 
resumption of work at reduced hours. Finally, in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland, resuming 
work to the same extent as before parental leave is also mentioned most often, but it is followed by 
total exit of mothers from the company, and presumably often from the labour market as a whole. 
Working reduced hours is least common for these three countries (figure 2). 
The impact of a leave on maternal employment is ambiguous (Klerman and Leibowitz, 1997; 

Waldfogel et al., 1999; Pronzato, 2007). On the one hand, it guarantees return to the previous job so 
that the woman does not lose her specific human capital; on the other, it may withdraw women from 
the labour market for long periods, with negative implications for their future employability, wages, and 
career. For example, Waldfogel et al. (1999), on comparing the United States, the UK, and Japan, find 
evidence of a positive effect of the leave on women’s job retention. Ruhm (1998), on comparing 
employment rates and wages among women and men in different European countries, shows that 
maternity leave availability is associated with an increase in women’s employment but a reduction in 
their relative wages. Klerman and Leibowitz (1997), using US census data, find empirical evidence for 
the association between statutory parental leave and longer work-breaks taken by women protected by 
these laws.  
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Pronzato (2007) suggests that the right to long and paid leave gives mothers the opportunity to 
remain at home with the child at a lower cost, and that lengthy statutory leaves are associated with 
being more likely to be at work in the period following the leave. In contrast, when parental leave 
compensation is flat-rate, it may inhibit participation in the long run, especially attracting low-qualified 
women, whose wages, in comparison with partners, are generally much lower. For example, in France, 
the parental leave system has been shown to have had a negative effect on labour-market participation 
by mothers of two children, especially the unskilled, less likely to resume work after parental leave 
(Afsa, 1999; Piketty, 2003). In the Nordic countries, work resumption following leave seems much 
easier and it is common among both highly and poorly educated women. The gap according to level of 
education in work-family combinations is much wider in countries such as Italy and Spain, with poor 
universal reconciliation policies and still quite traditional gender norms (Solera and Bettio, 2013).   
 
Figure 2. Women returning to work after parental leave (%) 
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Some authors have tried to calculate the “optimal” amount of leave, that is, the set point of duration 

of leaves that maximises their positive effect on participation, both on rates and working hours. 
Combining both maternity and parental leave, they fix it at 28 weeks for the age group between 25 and 
34. The increased participation at this point is more than 2.5%. The optimal length is slightly smaller, at 
about six months, for the 15 to 64 age group and results in an increase in participation of 1.8% 
(Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2011). If only paid leave is included, the optimal length becomes shorter, 
around 20 weeks (Ruhm, 1998; Jaumotte, 2003). Parental leaves can have also an effect on working 
hours if without the possibility to take time off mothers would prefer shorter working hours to 
combine family and work responsibilities. Indeed, evidence shows that an increase in leave duration 
from 13 to 30 weeks results in a 3% increase in weekly hours worked. By contrast, leave can have a 
negative impact on wages and career opportunities, especially if they extend beyond 20 weeks. A paid 
leave of about 20 weeks, including both maternity and parental leave, seems the optimal length: because 
it minimises the negative effects on high skill wages and occupational segregation, while providing the 
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bulk of the participation benefits (Akgunduz and Plantenga, 2011). The next section discusses more 
extensively the consequences for women of taking time off for family-care on wages and career 
opportunities.   
 

Occupational Status and wages after a break 
 
Long leaves with job-protection make women more likely to return to work after childbirth. Long 
leaves also give women and men the opportunity to spend more time at home with their children. 
However the longer the time that women spend out of paid work, the more they pay a price in terms of 
future careers. After childbirth, many women experience downward occupational mobility. Even if a 
woman remains employed and takes the minimum length of leave, she may end up in an occupation 
that is inferior to the one held before the birth in terms of quality, payment and responsibility.  

This occupational downgrading stems from the more constrained choices mothers face if they seek 
jobs with shorter or flexible working hours during the child-rearing years and/or because employers 
may be reluctant to hire mothers for high profile positions since they believe that their family role may 
absorb most of their energy and interfere with their productivity (Del Boca and Pasqua, 2005b).  

Even in Sweden women’s career prospects are better if they return to paid work sooner rather than 
later (Aisenbrey et al., 2008). For Germany, career interruptions reduce the wage rates of both men and 
women (Beblo and Wolf, 2002). However, women have a specific wage penalty, connected to 
motherhood, even when they do not withdraw from paid work but “simply” take maternity leave.  

In Germany the size of the wage penalty due to maternal leave incurred by working mothers stands 
at 10% to 14% for a one-year maternal leave in the year following the return to work. Other, non-
maternal types of interruptions resulted in a somewhat lower penalty (Buligescu et al., 2008). In line 
with these figures, Ejrnaes and Kunze (2004) report a range of penalties for one-year leaves from 5% to 
15% depending mainly on the new mother’s qualification. Maternal leave penalty is also sensitive to the 
duration of the leave, but only temporarily so, since five years after re-entry the maternal wage rate 
seems to have caught up (Buligescu et al., 2008). This suggests that crucial in order to reduce the cost of 
motherhood is the limitation of the time out. On the one hand, this limitation makes it possible to 
recoup the deterioration of human capital during maternal leave in the period following the return to 
work; on the other hand it avoids the negative signal effect associated with women taking long leaves 
and/or working part-time.  

Crucial in shaping cross-country differences in the size of wage penalty associated to motherhood is 
the package of reconciliation policies offered. For example, Misra et al. (2007) examine the 
consequences of welfare-state strategies on women’s economic outcomes in ten countries. These 
strategies are divided as follows: the primary caregiver strategy, focused on valuing women’s care work 
represented by Germany, Netherlands, Luxembourg, Austria: the primary earner strategy, focused on 
encouraging women’s employment represented by Canada and US; the choice strategy, which provides 
support for women’s employment or care giving for young children represented by Belgium and 
France; and, finally, the earner-carer strategy, focused on helping men and women balance both care and 
employment and represented by Sweden. Misra et al. find that motherhood is associated with the least 
negative effects on employment and earnings in the countries with the earner-carer strategy, for both 
married and single mothers. Also in the choice countries the cost of motherhood is relatively low: French 
mothers do not face significant wage penalties, while Belgian married mothers face some wage penalty, 
but single mothers are actually less likely to live in poverty than single childless women. Evidently, 
programmes targeted on helping working families with children have helped equalize the situation for 
mothers. In contrast, the primary caregiver strategy is associated with the greatest gender gaps in 
employment and wages, and the greatest cost of motherhood. The primary earner strategy appears to have 
mixed results because, while full-time employment gaps and wage penalties faced by mothers are low in 
these countries, poverty rates remain high for mothers, particularly for single mothers.  

Similar clusters of countries are found by Stier and Lewin-Epstein (2001). A reduction of wages due 
to work separation is apparent in all welfare regimes. However, where public support for work-family 
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reconciliation is high, such as in Scandinavian countries, employment interruptions are fewer and 
shorter, so that the wage penalty of motherhood is minimal.  

Using harmonised longitudinal data, Gangl and Ziefle (2009) trace career prospects after 
motherhood for five cohorts of American, British, and West German women around the 1960s and 
they confirm that the wage costs of motherhood differ across countries. They find that, although public 
support for the cost, direct and indirect, of children in the US is the lowest, it is in Germany that the 
wage cost of motherhood is highest. Moreover, unlike in Britain and the US, in Germany there is no 
evidence of any negative effect of employer change at return to the labour market, nor any marked 
negative effects of work interruptions. The wage penalty in Germany is “residual”. The higher penalty 
associated with child-related work interruptions in Britain compared with the US, and even more so the 
excessive residual wage penalty found for German mothers, suggest that mothers are more strongly 
penalized as a group in Europe than in the US labour market.  

The explanation given is that time out of the labour market is costly to American women because 
human capital accumulation is such an important determinant of wages in the US, given that returns to 
experience are clearly well above those for women in Europe, especially in Germany. Moreover, 
women’s behaviour in the American labour market is much more market oriented than in Britain or 
Germany. American mothers take much less time off for childcare, and they are much less likely to 
enter part-time jobs, typically female jobs, or low-prestige occupations in response to childbirth than 
are mothers in Britain and Germany. In Germany, public subsidies are higher, but they are mainly 
furnished through generous pro-fertility cash transfers and long leaves, rather than through childcare 
services, which encourage women to stay home more than to combine family with work 
responsibilities. Moreover, German employers expect that women will take long leaves, so that they are 
successful in passing on the economic costs of family policy mandates to mothers.   
 
When men interrupt 
 
Unlike women, men rarely interrupt to take leaves or to withdraw from the labour market in order to 
dedicate themselves to full-time family care. Rather, men’s typical type of interruption is for 
unemployment. This implies a non accumulation and a deterioration of human capital, and a signal to 
employers, leading to a negative impact on future participation and wages. Yet, the size and duration of 
such impact vary, between men and women, between different types of interruptions, and across 
countries.  

Gregg and Tominey (2005) use the National Child Development Survey in the UK and observed 
how for men the experience of youth unemployment affected wages, and whether there was a 
subsequent recovery up to twenty years later. They find a wage scar in the magnitude of 13-21% at age 
42, for a year of youth unemployment, even after controlling for education, region, family wealth and 
individual characteristics. However, the penalty was lower, at 9-11%, if men avoided repeat incidence of 
unemployment. For women wage penalty resulted lower (Gregg and Tominey, 2003). Men carrying the 
worst unemployment histories from their youth labour market experience will experience a 30% 
penalty (£4.00 per hour), compared to men with no experience of youth unemployment. The wage gap 
is large for men whether the wage is measured at age 23, 33 and 42. For women the penalty is 
approximately £2.00 per hour at age 42 and is consistently slightly lower compared to women with no 
youth unemployment than for men. For men with 5 to 12 months unemployment wages are 11-16% 
lower, while 6-9% for women. The log wage penalty of experiencing some youth unemployment 
declines once controlling for family and individual specific characteristics, but only marginally. 
Generally men, whose male breadwinner and work-centred role is considered normal, pay a higher 
penalty for unemployment than women who are normally the main caregivers, and are assumed to have 
a weaker attachment to paid work 

Training is the only type of interruptions that generates positive wage effects for both sexes. With 
data on West Germany, Beblo and Wolf (2002) show that the wage penalty of discontinuous 
employment biographies are very different, in sign and size, according to gender and to type of 
interruption. Men’s wages are mainly negatively affected by unemployment and inactivity episodes, 
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whereas those of women by parental leave and additional time at home, even if taking place several 
years go. Training breaks increase future wages for both women and men. Among women, those 
experiencing unemployment have lower wage cuts than those staying out of the labour market. This 
implies that female wages are primarily determined by the women’s attachment to the labour market. 
This might be the result of two mechanisms. First, unemployed women are more likely to receive some 
training that women out of the labour market, so that their skill obsolescence is lower. Second, parents 
that take employment breaks around childbirth, especially if long, tend to be stigmatised as less 
motivated and hence less productive (Albrecht et al., 1999).  

Given prevalent gender ideologies and practices, this stigmatisation seems to be particularly high 
when the number of men who take leave or desire to work part-time, is low. In many countries 
interviews to them reveal a preservation of breadwinner masculinities, connected to devaluation of 
men’s caregiving and to sanctions against men in new roles (Holter, 2007). In addition to institutions, 
cultural and social norms are thus also important in shaping frequencies and consequences of men and 
women’s labour market interruptions around family formation.  
 

The role of social policies  
 
Identifying policies affecting parents’ labour-market interruptions 
 
Differences across countries in frequencies and consequences of men and women’s labour market 
interruptions have many causes. Countries differ in the supply profile of working women, in labour 
demand, and in their cultural and institutional settings. The latter play a crucial role. The concept of the 
de-familialisation of care responsibilities and the way this goes hand in hand with more gender equality 
in the share of care within the family is crucial. De-familialisation refers to the degree to which the 
family is released from its caring and welfare responsibilities, via either welfare state provision or 
market provision. This affects women’s labour-market participation in three ways. Firstly, on the supply 
side, the provision of extra-family care services and extra time for care change the relative advantage of 
paid work versus unpaid work and enable women to combine paid work with children. They thus 
favour continuous careers. Secondly, on the demand side, the externalisation of family goods and 
services contributes to development of the service sector, which mainly attracts female labour. Thirdly, 
institutions also define “normality models” for the entire population, of for specific subgroups within 
it, making some choices more or less possible but also more or less desirable and socially legitimated.  

The issue of care, how it is distributed not only between the family, the market and the state, but 
also between men and women is crucial. Not all care can be commodified and externalised, so that 
scant attention to how care is valued and shared, risks reinforcing gender inequalities or producing new 
ones. In order to reach gender equality, policies should not focus only on the work/welfare relationship 
and on the women’s participation to paid work; they should also address the distribution of time and 
men’s participation in unpaid domestic and care work (Lewis 2002, 2006; Fraser 1994; Leitner 2003; Mc 
Laughlin & Glendinning 1994; Saraceno 2000; Saraceno and Keck 2010; Naldini and Saraceno 2011).  

As Bettio and Plantenga (2004), Lewis (2006), and Gornick and Meyers (2003) point out, policies 
intended to “defamilialise” caring responsibilities and child costs, while at the same time supporting 
maternal employment, should affect three dimensions: services, time, and money. In turn, they should 
comprise childcare services, maternal, parental and paternity leave policies, income transfers to child 
families, and working time regulations. The effect of these measures on women’s employment patterns 
over family formation depends on the degree and type of “de-familialisation” or “familialism” that they 
actually promote or produce; on how the three pillars of income, service and time are individually 
designed (eligibility criteria, duration, costs and level of income support, availability and quality etc.); 
and on whether and how they support work-family reconciliation. Important too is the extent to which 
men are encouraged to conciliate by sharing time for domestic and care work, and the degree of 
universalism: that is, how income and/or labour-market history and position act to define eligibility and 
levels of support. Finally, it is also important whether all pillars are in place and how they are combined 
with each other. What indeed really matters are not single policies but packages of policies. The high 
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attachment to the labour market of Nordic women is the joint outcome of a good public childcare 
system and job-protected, well-paid and relatively short maternity leaves, in combination with paternity 
and parental leaves, with universal cash benefits and with a higher participation of men to unpaid work 
compared to other countries. In addition, low wage inequalities and “employee-friendly” flexibility 
restricted to normal weekly working hours facilitate the conciliation of parenthood and employment.  

The following describes how the two pillars of these policies – childcare services and leave schemes 
- are configured in the different countries in the EU4. A brief overview of how countries differ in their 
overall public investments in support to families preceeds this. 

As figure 3 shows, in 2009 Mediterranean countries record the lowest public spending for families 
and children in Europe (less than 1.8%). At the opposite extreme, Northern, Continental and Anglo-
Saxon countries present higher percentages of public spending on the family with the former 
characterized by the highest percentage of public spending on services. Eastern Europe exhibits a 
medium level of public spending in this category, but percentage-wise, family benefits in cash were 
higher. Hence, there seems to be a correspondence between levels and type of spending and levels and 
type of women’s labour-market participation. Countries with higher incidences of continuous careers 
are those that spend more on families and, within such investment, they are those that spend more on 
childcare services than on cash transfers.  

 
Figure 3. Public spending on family benefits in cash, services and tax measures, in per cent of GDP, 
2009  
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Source: Social Expenditure Database (www.oecd.org/els/social/expenditure), November 2012 
Notes:   
- Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for families (e.g. child payments and allowances, parental 
leave benefits and childcare support). Spending recorded in other social policy areas as health and housing support). Spending recorded in 
other social policy areas as health and housing support also assists families, but not exclusively, and is not included here. 
- Data missing for Turkey. Data on tax breaks towards families is not available for Greece and Hungary.  
1 The data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is 
without prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of 
international law. 
 
Childcare services 
 
There is broad consensus that childcare services are of great importance in supporting the employment 
of mothers, more generally, the reconciliation between parenthood and employment. Indeed there is a 
great deal of evidence that furnishing child-care services which are cheap, widely available, with long 

                                                 
4 For reasons  of space, the different flexible working arrangements, such as  part-time, the possibility to vary (usually and 
occasionally) the start or the end of the working day or  the possibility to organise one’s working time by taking days off for 
family reasons, are not described. For a review of them across Europe see Plantenga and Remery, 2009a. 
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hours coverage, and of good quality, increases women’s labour supply and the possibility of working 
when the child is young (Fagnani, 1996; Gustafsson, 1994; Gornick and Meyers, 2003; Del Boca and 
Wetzels, 2007). For example, a study by Uunk et al. (2005) on the impact of young children on 
women’s’ labour supply find that one-third of the observed country differences in the ‘child effect’ are 
due to differences in public childcare. This is because childcare subsidies reduce the probability of 
exiting the labour market when children are young and potentially eliminate the monetary cost of 
motherhood and fatherhood. It also occurs because support for childcare time and costs increase the 
labour supply of low-earning potential mothers (Gornick et al, 1997). Some studies also argue that 
where defamilisation via public childcare services is higher, men are more participative in the division 
of care left to the family (Esping-Andersen, 2009).  

The Barcelona Summit in 2002 established that by 2010, EU member states should provide at least 
33 places for every 100 children aged under 3, and 90 for every 100 children aged over 3. Investments 
in childcare services are crucial not only to improve women’s labour-market participation, and gender 
equality, but also child well being. For children, early education services may not entirely compensate 
for the lack of material resources, but they may partially offset the consequences of this scarcity on the 
development of cognitive skills, thereby breaking the vicious circle of the intergenerational 
reproduction of poverty and inequality (Esping-Andersen, 2009). Moreover, child economic poverty is 
lower in dual-earner families or in lone-parent working families. In a context of increasing uncertainty 
in the labour market, also for male breadwinners, and in the family, with high rates of divorce, women’s 
attachment to paid work is indeed an insurance against the risk of falling into poverty (Solera and Negri 
2008).  

Figure 4 shows that nine Member States (Denmark, Sweden, Netherlands, France , Spain, Portugal, 
United Kingdom Luxembourg and Belgium) have already met the Barcelona target, with Slovenia close 
behind. At the lower end of the ranking, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Romania have a 
percentage of maximum 5%. The difference between the lowest and the highest ranking country is 70 
percentage points, with Denmark having about 73% share of children cared for in formal arrange-
ments, whereas Poland only score about 2 %. 

In almost all countries, the younger the child, the more likely it is that he/she is cared for at home, 
especially by the parents, followed by other groups, such as grandparents and/or other relatives. New-
born children spend on average 11 months with parents, while they are on maternity or parental leave 
(for example, in Sweden, hardly any children below the age of 1 year are in public childcare since they 
are at home with a parent on parental leave) and towards the end of that period many children gradu-
ally start day-care with a few hours a day (Plantenga and Remery, 2009b).  

Most formal childcare services are used for 30 hours or more in countries such as Denmark, Ice-
land, Portugal, Slovenia, Finland, Latvia, Greece, Hungary, Slovakia, Lithuania and Poland. In other 
countries, part-time use of childcare services is much more common. In Germany or in the Nether-
lands, childcare services are provided on a full-time basis, but the use of the facility is limited to few 
days per week, reflecting the high level of part-time employment in the Netherlands. Hence in the 
Netherlands only 4 % of the children are taken care of in formal arrangements for more than 30 hours 
per week. In the United Kingdom too, employed mothers typically work part-time, and the part-time 
use of childcare services is high (Plantenga and Remery, 2009b ). 

Also how childcare costs are divided between state, parents and employers affects the use of out-
of-home services, and, in turn, maternal employment. Parental contributions vary. In some countries 
parents have a relatively low share in the costs (less than 25 %) (Sweden, where parents seem to pay the 
smallest part, 8 %, Hungary 10–15 %, Estonia 12 %, Austria 15 %, Finland 15 %, Belgium 17 %, Ger-
many and the Netherlands both 19 % and Iceland about 25 %). In another group of countries, the pa-
rental contribution is about 40 %: for example in Portugal (38 %) and Liechtenstein (40 %). Finally, in 
two countries parents pay a relatively high share: the United Kingdom (75 %) and Poland (80 %) (Plan-
tenga and Remery, 2009b).  
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Figure 4. Proportion of children under 3 years old in formal and other types of childcare, 2009    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Eurostat, EU-SILC 2009 in EIGE (2011) page 14   
Notes: Percentage of children in formal and other types of childcare out of the total number of children in the same age group. Data on 
“other types of childcare” for Denmark is not available.  
 

 
Leaves schemes for mothers and fathers 
 
The relationship between maternal employment and leave policies is more debated than that between 
maternal employment and child-care subsidies. Leave provisions are important because they provide 
basic income support for new mothers and fathers and prevent them from exiting employment 
following childbirth. Evidence shows that access to leave schemes facilitates continuous employment 
and, in the short run, reduces the wage penalty associated with motherhood. However, whilst child-care 
services enable mothers to spend more time working, leave enables working mothers and fathers to 
spend more time at home, thereby limiting career-enhancing opportunities. Indeed, leave is associated 
with an increase in women’s employment in the short run, but with a reduction in the relative wages 
and in the quality of their jobs in the long one. A vicious circle seems to operate: allowing a woman to 
take leave of absence, especially if for long time, further exacerbates unequal treatment in the labour 
market, causing human capital depreciation but also emitting negative signals to employers (De Henau 
et al., 2007). 

These effects obviously depend on the characteristics of maternity and parental leave programmes. 
As widely acknowledged, of great importance are the levels of wage compensation and job protection, 
the duration of both paid and unpaid leave, and the degree of flexibility in its use –on a part-time or 
full-time basis, all at once or spread over a number of years, also when the child is older, plus the extent 
to which and how fathers are entitled to take leave. As Smith points out (2004), the most decisive factor 
in fathers’ time-off-work behaviour is the level of replacement income. It is also important for leave to 
be granted as an individual right not transferable between partners. Indeed, there is a positive correla-
tion between parental leave legislation and the share of fathers in the overall period of leave taken by 
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parents (De Henau et al., 2007). Similarly, father-friendly legislation is correlated with both absolute and 
relative levels of fathers’ time spent caring for children (Smith and Williams, 2007). Employed fathers 
who spend most time with their children also experience the most favourable labour market outcomes: 
earn more per hour and work fewer hours per week (Smith Koslowski, 2011). Their time with children 
has a positive impact on women’s labour market participation, too. The design of parental leaves mat-
ters. By using EU SILC, Reich (2011) shows that the father’s exclusive entitlement to use parental leave 
at a high replacement rate is positive and significant in all models for mother’s employment and wages. 
In general, policies that “familialise” men – that is, which allow fathers to spend time caring for chil-
dren with a low wage penalty – indirectly support maternal employment because they may favour a re-
distribution of caring responsibilities and may reduce the negative signalling effect on the part of 
women to employers (European Childcare Network, 1994; De Henau et al, 2007; Gornick and Meyers, 
2003).  

The Oecd and Missoc databases allow to reconstruct the leave systems of the different countries in 
the EU. In 2011/2012, most countries have a statutory and designated Maternity leave entitlement whose 
length in all EU-27 Member States is longer than that set forth by the European Commission (equal to 
or above fourteen weeks, the minimum period required by EU legislation5), except, among Continental 
countries, for Germany (14 weeks) among Northern countries, for Iceland (13 weeks) and Norway (9 
weeks). The longest leave is in Eastern countries, Slovakia (34 weeks) and Czech Republic (28 weeks), 
Hungary (24 weeks) but these countries also have lower replacement rates of earnings in comparison 
with the other countries (for example 55% in Slovakia, 70% in Hungary, 75% in Czech Republic). This 
is also true of Ireland, where maternity leave is very long (42 weeks), the replacement rate of earnings is 
low6.  

Paternity leave refers to a period immediately after the birth that is only available to fathers and 
usually paid on the same basis as maternity leave but is much shorter: it varies from a few days to four 
weeks (in Lithuania) across the European countries in which it exists. All the Northern and Baltic 
countries offer statutory paternity leave, while it is not offered by three of the five Southern countries 
(Italy, Cyprus, Malta) and three of the six Eastern countries (Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia). 
Among Continental countries Germany and Austria7 do not offer paternity leave; nor does it exist in 
Ireland. In general, Maternity and Paternity leaves are far from being equal in length in all countries. 
The majority of Eastern countries combine long maternity leave with no paternity leave. The same 
applies to Ireland (26 weeks of maternity leave vs no paternity leave) and, among Mediterranean 
countries, to Italy, the Southern country with the longest maternity leave (20 weeks) and no paternity 
leave8 (while it exists in Spain, where it is 15 days, in Portugal and Greece). Paternity leave is relatively 
longer in Northern countries: for example, in Finland it lasts 18 days, Denmark and Norway 2 weeks, 
Sweden 10 days. In Iceland, maternity and paternity leave are identical: 13 weeks and with a high level 
of payment (80% of earnings). 

Parental leave differs across countries in both length and type of entitlement. Length ranges from the 
minimum period required by the European Commission directive of 3 months per parent (Belgium, 
Cyprus, Greece, Malta, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal, and the UK) to until the child’s third 
birthday (Czech Republic, Germany, Spain, France, Hungary, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, and 

                                                 
5 This length is believed to be the necessary minimum in medical terms to allow mothers fully to recover after childbirth.  
6 Countries also diverge in terms of the body responsible for the payment of maternity leave. In most countries, maternity 
leave is funded by social security contributions, mostly health insurance (in the Netherlands, maternity leaves are paid as un-
employment benefits). However, in some countries tax revenue is use to finance the maternity leave system. This is, for ex-
ample, the case in Ireland, Portugal, Slovenia and Spain. Finally, it may be the employer who is responsible for earnings re-
placement during the period of maternity leave. This is a feature of the Danish system (and in part of Germany). Employers’ 
intervention in maternity leave payment may therefore be regarded as a tax on female labour. 
7 In Austria there is no statutory entitlement to paternity leave, though collective agreements may provide a few days off for 
fathers immediately after the birth of a child, during which time fathers receive full earnings replacement. 
8 In Italy paternity leave has just been introduced, starting from 1 January 2013. Yet it is very short, it is compulsory for one 
day and optional for two days until the child is 5 months old.  
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Slovakia). The right to leave is individual9 in the Anglo-Saxon countries, in all Mediterranean countries, 
and in some Continental countries (as Belgium, France and Luxembourg). In all the Baltic countries, in 
the majority of Eastern countries, and in some Continental countries (such as Germany) the right to 
leave is family-based. As regards payment, Anglo-Saxon countries do not grant any replacement income 
during the leave. Among the Mediterranean countries only Italy and Portugal provide some element of 
payment, while all the Northern10 and Continental countries do so.  

Parental leave differs among European countries also in its flexibility which includes the possibility 
for parents to choose to use all or part of their leave until their child reaches a certain age; to take leave 
in one continuous or several shorter blocks; to take leave on a full-time or part-time basis; or to take 
additional leave in the case of multiple births. Some countries emphasise that parents should be able to 
care for their children themselves in their first years of life, so that leave should be taken immediately 
following childbirth: this is the case of Spain, of almost all Eastern countries (Czech Republic, Slovakia, 
Hungary, Romania), Baltic countries (Estonia, Lithuania), Denmark and Finland among the Northern 
countries, and France and Austria among the Continental countries. In other countries (Sweden, the 
Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Malta, Ireland, Latvia), the age limit is much higher, up to 8 years. Finally, 
most leaves are fractionable but to different degrees. 

Countries also differ in fathers’ use of parental leaves. As said, men’s take up rates are higher where 
parental leaves are paid with a high replacement and rights are individual and not transferable between 
partners. On the other hand, men’s take up rates are lower if gender norms consider women as the 
main and “natural” caregivers, so that men flouting such norms face high penalties in their career 
advancements.  
 

Gender norms and the gender division of unpaid work 
 
Social norms matter in shaping women’s and men’s work transitions around family formation, those 
prevailing in the society and those assumed or promoted by the type of social policies implemented. 
Many studies suggest that labour-market participation by women tends to be higher and less 
interrupted after the childbirth and during the child-rearing period in countries with not only family 
friendly policies but also a modernised and egalitarian gender cultural and social norms.  

 Our research using the Online OECD Family database11 shows the percentage of time devoted 
to care work by number of children under school age (7) for women and men aged 25-44 and groups 
of countries. Women devote more time to care work in all cases, both when they have children but also 
when they do not have children; but the gender gap is wider in the presence of children, especially 
when women have two or more. For families with two or more children, women devote more time to 
care work than men in the UK (+13.9%), Finland (+12.9%), Germany (+12.8%) and Italy (+12.5%). 
The gender gap is smaller in Sweden (8.2%), France (8.3%), and Latvia (+8.2%). In Eastern countries, 
high participation of women in market work seems not to be accompanied by high participation of 
men in family work. Gender equality and the full employment of women were official aims of the state 
to be achieved with the help of state services. However, in policy discourse and practice, only weak 
emphasis was placed on the division of care between men and women (fathers, for example, had no 
right to any family- or child-related leaves or benefits) (Karu and Pall, 2009).  

As argued by efficiency and bargaining theories, the gender division of domestic and care 
responsibilities is affected by own and partner’s attitudes, earning power, and time availability. Gender 
gaps in domestic work tend to decrease for highly educated couples, while gender gaps in childcare 

                                                 
9 In the first case, each parent is entitled to a period of leave that is not transferable to the spouse; if a parent does not take 
the leave to which he/she is entitled, it is lost for the family. In the second case, parental leave is a family right and can be 
shared by both parents more or less freely, depending on the country.  
10 More precisely, in the Netherlands parents taking parental leave are entitled to a tax reduction. 
11 www.oecd.org/els/social/family/database; Year: 1999: France; 2000: Estonia, Finland, Hungary; 2001: Norway, Slovenia, Swe-
den, United Kingdom; 2002: Germany; 2003: Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Spain; 2004: Poland; 2006: Belgium. Care work in-
cludes all episodes of care work declared as the primary or secondary activity. It also includes the time spent on caring for 
household members or on informally helping other households. 
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increase in the majority of countries. The increase in the gender gap in childcare is due to the more than 
proportional increase with level of education of childcare by women compared to men. This is in line 
with the literature that documents evidence of a positive relation between time spent in child care and 
education (Francavilla et al., 2009).  

The gender division of domestic and care responsibilities is also affected by macro settings, by 
welfare state, kinship solidarity, and the regulation and functioning of the labour market. For example, 
in a comparative study on welfare regime differences in the domestic division of labour, Geist (2005) 
demonstrates that the equal sharing of housework is rare in conservative countries, whilst it is more 
widespread in Scandinavian and liberal countries, regardless of individual relative resources, time 
availability, and gender ideology. This may mirror both cultural and institutional dimensions. In 
societies where traditional gender roles are institutionalised by being promoted and legitimated in social 
policies, and where, in turn, attitudes are less egalitarian, it is more difficult to find not only women but 
above all men supportive of women’s employment and of a more balanced share of housework. 
Policies and cultural norms go hand in hand (Crompton, 2006). Indeed, there is evidence that the 
relative contribution of fathers to childcare increases with the strength of provisions on leave, childcare 
and working time; but these policies have not been as successful as hoped. France, for example, has 
relatively short working hours and generous support for working mothers, but a gender division of 
domestic work more traditional than in liberal or Scandinavian countries. France also exhibits a higher 
level of reported work/life conflict. Similar outcomes can spring from very different origins. In liberal 
regimes, the lack of external support may have compelled men to help their employed wives. In Nordic 
countries, men are institutionally encouraged to share housework, and they do more housework than 
men in southern or continental Europe, but not much more than those in liberal countries. In France, 
parenting policies are generous but they have been designed and promoted to support employment and 
fertility more than gender equality, with the (unintended) effect of reinforcing norms on the care and 
domestic work obligations of mothers (Gregory and Windebank, 2000). 
 

Conclusions 
 
By drawing on existing comparative micro and institutional datasets and offering a synthesis of the 
main “facts” and arguments provided so far in the literature, this contribution has aimed at giving a 
systematic overview of differences across European countries in the incidence, types and consequences 
of labour market interruptions, for both women and men. These differences can be geographically 
clustered.  

Southern countries have experienced a consistent growth in female employment in the last decades. 
Yet, they haven’t reached the Lisbon target (except Cyprus and Portugal). Moreover, these countries 
continue to exhibit a quite traditional gender division of domestic and care work and an “opt in-opt 
out” participation pattern. A relatively high share of women, although declining, is “constantly out”, 
that is, it has never started to work in the labour market over their life-courses. Once women have 
started to work, either they never stop working or, if they do stop, they never re-start. Continuous full-
time participation has always been by far the most typical pattern: movements around motherhood out 
of the labour market or from full-time to part-time are relatively few. However, these Mediterranean 
women “constantly in” are a quite “privileged” group: they are mainly highly educated and/or working 
in the public sector. For them the impact of motherhood on participation, downward mobility and 
wages is minimal.    

Northern countries have one of the highest female employment rates and incidence of continuous 
careers and one of the highest times for male care. Adjustments around motherhood, both in the form 
of exits from the labour market and of movements to part-time, are small. Unlike in the Mediterranean 
countries, the differences according to education level are also small: continuous full-time participation 
is widespread also among the low educated. So in Nordic countries resumption following leaves seems 
easier than elsewhere, as well as coming back to the same job. Yet, also in Scandinavian countries 
children cause the mother to lose human capital accumulation during childbirth periods. Here the wage 
penalty of motherhoods is minimal because employment interruptions are fewer and shorter. The 
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exception in the Nordic cluster is given by the Netherlands, which is indeed a country on the border 
between the “continental-corporative” model and the “northern-socialdemocratic” model, both in 
terms of micro behaviours and macro institutional settings. The Netherlands is among the countries 
where women most adjust their participation around first childbirth, and where they do it mainly 
moving form fulltime to part-time jobs. Here, in turn, the wage cost of motherhood is higher than in 
other Nordic countries.  

Continental countries have medium-low employment rates and typical discontinuous careers, especially 
in Germany and Austria. Here indeed a relevant share of women interrupts around childbirth. Among 
those that do not withdraw from the labour market, the most frequent behaviour is to take long leaves 
and, after parental leave, to work at reduced hours. Also in France the long parental leave system has 
been shown to have a negative effect on labour-market participation, especially of mothers of two 
children, and especially of those who are unskilled, who are less likely to resume work after parental 
leave. Since women in Continental Europe tend to return to work later than sooner, income losses as 
well as human capital depreciation are highest than in Scandinavian and Mediterranean countries.  

Eastern countries have relatively low employment rates, still below the Lisbon target, although less far 
than the level observed in Mediterranean countries. In Eastern countries the impact of motherhood on 
participation, and, in turn, on wages is also high. More precisely, in the Czech Republic, Hungary, and 
Poland, resuming work to the same extent as before parental leave is quite frequent, but almost equally 
frequent is exiting from the labour market. Working reduced hours, by contrast, is least common. 

Baltic countries have medium-high employment rates and medium-high rates of continuous fulltime 
careers. Here the negative impact of motherhood is substantial only for the third child. The most 
frequent behaviour after leave is indeed resume work with the same number of hours, followed by the 
reduction of working hours.  

Finally, Anglo-Saxon countries have reached the Lisbon target of female employment rates (Ireland 
being very closed). Yet, discontinuous careers around motherhood continue to be the typical pattern. 
Overall, within Europe the countries where women most adjust their participation around first 
childbirth are the Netherlands, followed by the UK, then Ireland, Germany, and Belgium. Yet, types of 
adjustment differ among these countries: as said, in the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent in Ireland, it 
is movements from full-time to part-time that prevail, whereas in the UK it is movements out of the 
labour market. In the UK widespread are re-entries on a part-time basis after a labour market 
interruption. Part-time is also the most frequent pattern after parental leave. Given the weight of 
interruptions and of part-time work, and also given that human capital accumulation is such an 
important determinant of wages in Anglo-Saxon labour markets, the wage cost of motherhood is high.  

These different geographical groups thus exhibit quite different models of women’s labour market 
interruptions around motherhood. Which models prevails in a particular country, and among whom (all 
women, mainly the low or the high educated) depends on a number of factors. Policies in support of 
reconciliation and norms on the appropriate locus of care and the appropriate gender roles are crucial. 
More precisely, policies that “defamilialise” caring responsibilities and child costs, especially childcare 
services and maternal, parental and paternity leave policies are primordial. The effect of these measures 
on women’s employment patterns and on the wage cost of motherhood depends on how they are 
individually designed and how they interact with each as a package. The effect also depends on how 
they promote gender equality within the family, that is, whether and how they encourage men to share 
time for domestic and care work. The geographical groups broadly exhibit different types and 
orientations of reconciliation policies.   

Southern Countries record one the lowest public spending for families with children. Less than 6% of 
children under 3 are looked after in a public crèche, and availability of flexible working time 
arrangements is small. Maternity leaves are generous, both in duration and in wage replacement rates. 
Parental leaves are individual-based, quite long and flexible in their use, and in Italy and Portugal are 
paid at around 30% of previous wage. Greece, Spain and Portugal have also introduced short paternity 
leave, paid at 100%. But cultural support for maternal employment is among the lowest in Europe, 
likewise for men’s share of domestic and care responsibilities. 
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Northern Countries have among the highest percentages of public spending and, one of the highest 
shares in services versus family benefits in cash. Level of coverage of public childcare services for the 
under three is at a maximum. Maternity and parental leave are not so long, but they are individual-
based, flexible in their use, and cover 70% to 100% of previous wages. Paternity leave is the longest 
and best paid in Europe. Northern men on average devote more time to care and domestic work, and 
the gap with their female partners is less pronounced then elsewhere.   

Continental countries record a high percentage of public spending but the weight is more towards 
family benefits in cash than towards services. These cover less than 10% of children under 3 in 
Luxembourg, Austria and Germany, about 35% in France and Belgium. The former also do not offer 
paternity leave, while the parental leave in the latter is family-based and among the longest in Europe.  

Eastern countries record medium level of public spending and is more orientated towards cash 
benefits than services. Eastern countries combine low provision of formal childcare arrangements with 
family income transfers, and long maternity leave with no paternity leave. They have the longest 
parental leave within the EU, with family-based entitlements, and among the lowest replacement rates.  

Baltic countries record, together with Mediterranean countries, show the lowest public spending for 
families. Formal childcare arrangements are few. Compared to Eastern countries, maternity leave is 
shorter combined with a few days of paternity leave. Parental leave is similarly long and family-based. 

Finally, Anglo-Saxon countries record quite high levels of public spending, but in cash rather than 
services. Indeed, within Europe, the provision of public childcare arrangements is one of the lowest, 
like the length of parental leave and the replacement rates of both maternity and parental leave.  

There seems to be a correspondence between levels and type of spending and levels and type of 
women’s labour-market participation. Countries with higher incidences of continuous careers are those 
that spend more on families and, within such investment, they are those that spend more on childcare 
services than on cash transfers. In these “successful” countries leaves are not the longest. Rather, they 
are more shared with men, better paid, and more combined with other measure of reconciliation, 
namely with out-of-home childcare services and with working time flexibility. Everywhere the effect on 
occupational mobility and on future participation is much stronger when women take long leaves or 
withdraw from the labour market for some years.  

For policy makers the optimal length of leaves is an important issue, that is the maximum length 
that does not lead to deteriorating prospects of employment, working conditions or career after resum-
ing work. Yet, from the literature reviewed in this paper one can see that the answer is not straightfor-
ward. The case of Germany shows that a generous system of maternity and parental leaves, not paral-
leled with a generous provision of childcare services, make full-time motherhood relatively cheap com-
pared to combining work and family, with a negative impact on subsequent participation, job position 
and wages. The case of Sweden shows that more than single measures crucial are packages of policies 
that combine all three pillars of income, services and time. Crucial is also the extent to which they en-
courage and “normalise” gender equality within families, that is, men’s participation in domestic and 
care work. Since not all care can be commodified, more attention should be paid to the issue of distri-
bution of care not only between market, state and family but also between men and women (Crompton 
2006; Lewis, 2006; Gornick and Meyers 2003). In order to enable both men and women to choose to 
engage in paid or unpaid work policies have to make a logical shift: if one follows Sen (1992) in adopt-
ing a multidimensional concept of welfare, not only money and economic life, but also time, care and 
political, social and family life, become important factors. Defining the goals of the welfare state in 
terms of well-being, rather than only work and wages, means that policies should not focus only on the 
work/welfare relationship and on the support to mother’s participation in the labour market, they 
should also address the distribution of time and the support for men’s participation in the family.    
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