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TAKING A WORLD VIEW
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Figure 7.3    �Total and full-time-equivalent (FTE) paid parental leave  
for two-parent families, in weeks

SOURCE: Ray et al. 2010:203.

PARENTAL LEAVE POLICIES

Rebecca Ray, Janet Gornick, and John Schmitt  
(2010) examined the generosity and the gendered 
structure of parental leave policies in 21 high-income 
countries. The researchers argue that the duration and 
benefit levels of parental leave policies are important 
because the policies

can shape the time that employed parents have to 
care for family members at home. In addition, leave 
policies can strengthen or weaken women’s labour 
market attachment, depending, to a large degree, on 
their design. Likewise, leave policies can influence 
men’s share in family caregiving, as policy rules 
affect the availability of leave for men and shape their 
incentives for take-up. (Ray et al. 2010:199)

Ray et al.’s analysis reveals a range of leave policies 
for two-parent families, from 14 weeks in Switzerland to 
over 300 weeks in Spain and France (refer to  
Figure 7.3). The United States 
ranks 20th with 24 weeks. 
Switzerland ranks last, but 
provides 80% of a mother’s 
usual earnings during the 
parental leave period.

A second key dimension of 
parental leave is whether 
it is paid and, if so, how 
generously. For many 
low- and middle-income 
families, unpaid leave is not 
particularly helpful because 
families cannot afford the 
time away from work. The 
United States provides a 
striking example. According 
to a 2000 U.S. Department 

of Labor survey, for example, over a 22-month period 
in 1999 and 2000, 3.5 million people in the United 
States needed leave for family or medical reasons but 
did not take it; almost 80% of those who did not take 
the leave said they could not afford to do so.

Most countries provide between three months and 
one year of FTE (full time equivalent) paid leave. 
Denmark falls right at the middle of the paid-leave 
scale, guaranteeing about 20 weeks of FTE paid 
leave. No country provides more than one year of FTE 
paid leave, but Sweden and Germany each offer 47 
weeks. Five other countries offer at least six months 
of FTE paid leave: Norway (44 weeks), Greece (34 
weeks), Finland (32 weeks), Canada (29 weeks) and 
Japan (26 weeks). (Ray et al. 2010:203)

The researchers also note that Australia and the United 
States offer no paid leave to two-parent families.

What does the extent of parental leave coverage reveal 
about the social and familial values of each country?


