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Czech Republic ï Linda Sokaļov§, Gender Studies, o.p.s. 
 

Work/Life Balance and Parental Leave in the Czech Republic 

 

The Czech system of maternity and parental leave is two-tier. A woman goes on maternity 

leave six to eight weeks before her official due date and it lasts 28 weeks (37 weeks at the 

birth of more children). The father  may go on paternity leave after the elapse of the first 6-

weeks after the birth of the child and when he does he has the same rights and responsibilities 

as women do (this ópaternity leaveô is officially termed óparental leaveô). During the maternity 

leave period, the parent gets maternity benefit, which is a kind of sickness benefit and its rate 

is calculated based on the level of the previous salary.  If the parent comes back to work after 

the period of the maternity leave, he/she is entitled to the same post he/she had before leaving 

for maternity leave. After maternity leave the parental leave follows, which lasts until the 

childôs third birthday.  The person taking care of the child may afterwards ask his/her 

employer for a grant of unpaid leave until the childôs fourth birthday. The child caregiver gets 

a parental allowance, which is currently offered based on the parentôs choice in three basic 

rates: fast ï until the childôs second birthday, classic  - until the childôs third birthday and 

slow ï until the childôs fourth birthday. After return from the parental leave (when the child 

reaches his/her third year) the parent is entitled to a post in accordance with his/her working 

contract. Pregnant women are under special protection  - for example, they cannot be made 

redundant by the employer etc. 

The biggest problems concerning maternity/ parental leave and harmonizing them: 

- Non-compliance with statutory provisions on the side of employers: Women as 

well as men returning from parental leave encounter problems. Their employers 

suppose that women/mothers leave the company when they go on maternity leave and 

afterwards they do not count on them after their return from the parental leave, even 

though according to the law they should offer them a post in accordance with the work 

contract. One of the reasons is the length of the parental leave ï up to the childôs third 

or fourth birthday, but also the fact that employers do not communicate with parents 

on parental leave, they do not offer flexible working hours etc. It is especially 

employees from private companies who encounter this problem. Public institutions 

and organizations generally comply with the statutory provisions and parents 

employed in these organizations do not have such concerns.  

- A lack of posts with flexible working hours in the job market: There is currently a 

lack of posts with flexible working hours or the possibility to work from home. If 

these posts are in the interest of employers as well as employees, part time jobs or the 

possibility to combine work from home and office, may contribute to harmonizing the 

work-family balance. However, when implementing these kinds of working 

arrangements it is necessary to avoid experience from Germany or Holland where 

part-time jobs are becoming vicious circles for working mothers and working full-time 

is very complicated for them. Part-time jobs etc. should be an option, not the only 

choice. It is best to perceive part-time jobs as a tool for solving specific life-situations 

(coming back to work from parental leave, care for a dependent person etc.) Parents of 

children under 15 years old are entitled to a part-time job unless serious operational 

conflicts do not prevent the employer from providing it. Nowadays however, this 

statutory provision is abused and is a very frequent and common reason for denying 

applications for part-time jobs. 
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The employer does not specify the reasons that led to the denial of the application, 

which are supposed to be vital for the operation of the company. 

- Systemic problems with parental leave: parental leave lasts up to the childôs third 

birthday in the Czech Republic. It is also possible to ask the employer for unpaid leave 

up to the childôs fourth birthday. Even though the Labor Code contains many 

provisions designed to protect parents (usually mothers) returning from parental leave 

to work, employers ï mainly in the private sector ï do not comply with these 

provisions and it is not in their interest that parents do return to work. Unfortunately, it 

is not customary to keep in touch with parents on parental leave (usually women, who 

constitute the majority of persons on parental leave) in the Czech Republic. Therefore, 

women come back to work after three or four years of no communication with their 

employer, which causes problems for both sides. Moreover, it is fairly complicated to 

work while being on parental leave because the woman/man on parental leave cannot 

work at the same post but he/she has to sign a new contract for a different kind of job 

with the employer. It is a problem to find a completely different position for many 

employers (for example in public and state administration, non-governmental, non-

profit organizations etc. However, the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs is alleged 

to be preparing some changes in this area).  There are still very few part-time job 

offers, jobs with flexible working hours or jobs that can be carried out from home, all 

of which make it easier to harmonize the family-work life balance.  The lack of 

accessible child-care services for children under three years old and the low capacity 

of nursery schools (from the age of three), caused by the increased birth rate of the 

past few years, make participation in the working process of mothers and fathers who 

take care of their children more difficult.  

- A lack of good-quality facilities providing care for children: The backbone of the 

system of non- parentalĭ care is currently focused in public nursery schools  (which 

may be attended by children from the age of two in theory, however, due to 

insufficient capacity the reality is from the age of three). It is their regional 

accessibility and capacity which currently present the main problems. There were 

29 632 applications which were denied in the school year 2009/10 in the Czech 

Republic, which is more than a three-fold increase since the school year 2005/06 Į. 

Only in 58% of towns are nurseries available for all interestedį. There is a 

fundamental lack of services and facilities providing care for children under the age of 

three. There are currently about 30 public day-cares in the Czech Republic (the 

number is in constant flux because some day-cares seize to exist etc.) There are also 

private day-cares and so called ñmini-schoolsò which are open also for children under 

the age of three. However, the problem is that they are rather costly. 

- Gender stereotypes:  there are still strong gender stereotypes related to motherhood 

and fatherhood in the Czech environment. The most appropriate care is considered to 

be when the woman stays at home with the child until he/she reaches the age of three. 

About 1% of fathers are on paternity leave. Paternity leave is not enacted in the Czech 

Republic and it is not being planned in the near future either. The stereotypes related 

to the idea that women are more suitable for care of small children often spills over 

into discrimination of women in the job market. Employers mostly hold the view that 

a women ï mothers (above all of pre-school children) are not as effective employees 

as men or people without children. Nevertheless, women who are expected to become 

mothers in the near future also experience discrimination.  

 
ĭ Non-parental care is defined as those facilities and services that provide care for children outside their own family 

ï day-cares, nurseries, babysitting. 
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Į Information of the Institute for Information and Education, Pre-school education: B3.1 Pre-school education ï 

children in pre-school, population proportion of 3-5 year-old children in the school years 2003/04 ï 2009/10. 

http://www.uiv.cz/clanek/729/2009. 

į KuchaŚov§, V. et al. (2009). Care for Pre-school and  Primary-school Children (P®ļe o dŊti pŚedġkoln²ho a 

ran®ho ġkoln²ho vŊku). Prague: VĐPSV. ISBN 978-80-7416-041-7. 
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Slovak Republic ï Sylvia Porubªnov§, Institute of Labor and Family 

Research 

The Challenges of Balancing Work, Family and Personal Life in Slovakia 

Shifts in the job market, demographic transitions and changes in the value systems and norms 

held by men and women as well as concerns about preserving social cohesion have all 

brought increased attention to issues of work-life balance, namely of balancing work, family 

and personal life. Potential and real dilemmas and struggles associated with these competing 

priorities make these issues all the more real.   

Genuine and effective efforts to promote work-life balance are a new phenomenon in 

Slovakia and they have only become visible thanks to European agendas which have put 

work-life balance at their forefront. In contrast with the past, the human factor is of growing 

importance and companies are being encouraged to better meet the needs of their workers and 

their families.  

In a number of official documents, the Slovak government has recommended that employers 

offer a range of flexible work options including part-time and temporary contracts, work from 

home and others. The legislative framework for equal opportunities and their implementation 

in Slovakia were outlined in the Strategy for Equal Opportunities for Women and Men in 

2001. This policy was the first to explicitly mention ñthe duty of the employer to create 

working conditions that will facilitate the work-life balance of their employees,ò as well as the 

need to ñprovide employers with incentives to create diverse forms of employment for women 

and men.ò Finally, the 2006 Draft Policy to Promote Work-Life Balance was another 

provision to ñstimulate employability, to raise the employment rates among people with 

family obligations and to reduce the risk of their being discriminated on these grounds; to 

prevent them from having to choose either work or family; to expand the range of support and 

relief services for families so that a space to mitigate undesirable demographic trends in 

Slovakia is created.ò 

Work-life balance issues in present-day Slovakia: 

ÅWomen are typically in a worse situation than men. The position of women is more difficult 

(women carry the burden of care for all the family members as well as the household) so they 

(choose to) use all their individual resources, willpower, and other strategies to meet the 

expectations of both their employers and their families.   

 ÅIn line with traditional gender stereotypes, womenôs roles as mothers and primary 

caregivers in the family are seen as barriers to their top performance at work. This notion 

reinforces the traditional perception of motherhood and career as contradictions. 

Ålittle interest and awareness about work-life balance policies among relevant social actors 

Ålack of recent representative data on peopleôs attitudes to flexible work options and on the 

demand for family care services, for instance  

Ålack of information on the reality of work organization and time management in Slovakia 

and other EU countries 
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Experience from abroad suggests that good organization and coordination of work between 

men and women is important. For example, enabling people to choose their working hours 

improves their sense of balance and happiness of their families. In Slovakia, women continue 

to carry the main burden of care for all family dependents. Traditional views on the gendered 

division of labor are not the only reason, however. There is a lack of accessible social services 

for mothers and families. In some regions, there is also a shortage of job opportunities which 

impacts women disproportionately.  

Unfortunately, social partners and local councils show little interest in policies that would 

enable women and men better balance their work and family obligations. This lack of political 

will creates another obstacle in implementing work-life balance policies, particularly as strong 

partnerships and cooperation among all the actors involved is repeatedly emphasized in 

international recommendations and experience, according to information from European 

institutions. These actors include governments, regional and local councils, employers, 

unions, NGOs and individuals. 

Barriers and stereotypes are not common only in the public sector. In the sphere of commerce, 

equal opportunity measures are not put to practice. In general, employers ignore the 

differences among the work and family situations of their employees. Companies tend to 

prefer traditional models of work organization, based on following established processes and 

patterns before assessing the results, and view any changes to these patterns as deviations 

from the norm. This lack of flexibility among employers may be related to their low 

awareness about the advantages of flexible work arrangements. Another reason for holding 

back is their concerns about possible complications to their current operational or 

administrative procedures. In this context, women are expected to accommodate the patterns 

of work which have been established by men according to their priorities and needs. 

Unfortunately, these patterns are not well-suited for women - mothers who end up being 

forced to choose between having children or having a career.  

In an environment where the traditional division of labor and family roles is the norm, the 

need to balance work, family and personal life is felt almost exclusively by women. This 

struggle is thus viewed as a womenôs issue not only by the public and the employers, but also 

by women themselves. Most women strive to balance work and family through mobilizing 

their own internal resources and to satisfy all the competing demands entirely on their own. 

Other reasons behind the lack of support for equal opportunities include the traditionalist 

Slovak culture, a lack of services for families with small children, the womenôs burden of care 

and the insufficient attention devoted to resolving the work-life balance problem. Traditional 

customs, little appreciation of womenôs contributions and low self-confidence among women 

all play a role in the work-life dilemma. 

Finally, women might underutilize flexible forms of employment for other than merely 

objective reasons they cannot control. They might be afraid of secondary discrimination on 

the job, for example that hourly wage of part-time employees is lower than that of full -time 

employees or that their chances to find a full-time job are reduced because of temporary part-

time employment. 

 

Summary: 

Factors preventing better work-life balance of women and men in Slovakia include: 

¶ traditional views on the family, gender roles and the division of labor 
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¶ unemployment (regional differences) 

¶ little interest in supporting work-life balance policies among decision-makers 

¶ little interest of social partners 

 

Factors preventing greater use of flexible forms of employment: 

¶ financial need to have two full-time earners per family 

¶ lack of awareness about available legal regulations of different types of employment 

(employers and employees) 

¶ little willingness on the part of employers to offer flexible work arrangements, concerns 

about additional operational and administrative burden 

¶ lack of representative and up-to-date data on peopleôs attitudes and preferences in regard 

to alternative and flexible forms of work organization  

 

Gender barriers:  

¶ women are expected to conform to established work organization patterns 

¶ womenôs roles as mothers in the family are seen as a barrier to top performance on the job 

ï family and motherhood are perceived as contradictions 

¶ the conflict between work and family is considered to be exclusively a womenôs issue 

(and not only at the level of ñpublic opinionò) 

¶ women are afraid of secondary discrimination in the job market, for instance of lowering 

their chances to find a full-time employment or of unequal salaries for part-timers 

¶ cultural customs, lack of appreciation of women, low self-confidence and lack of 

assertiveness among women 

 

Various competitions for employers represent a successful new trend in promoting equal 

opportunities. Competitions take place in the form of awards and audits which seek to raise 

the visibility of family-friendly employers. This means employers who openly support their 

work-life balance and who treat their employees as individuals with respect to their different 

family, social and personal needs. 

 

On the International Day of the Family, May 15, 2000, the Ministry of Labor, Family and 

Social Affairs launched a competition for a "Family-Friendly Employer" in Slovakia. The 

primary goal of the competition was to motivate employers to create family-friendly working 

conditions. Employers who pay systematic attention to work-life balance and equal 

opportunities are publicly recognized and receive media attention.   

 

To highlight a comprehensive approach to equal opportunities, the 10th anniversary run of the 

competition is going to be innovative in both form and content. For three years already, the 

title has been modified to match its new expanded focus "Employers Friendly to Family, 

Gender Equality and Equal Opportunities."    

 

According to the new rules, there is only one category for all companies - all submit the same 

questionnaire ï which need to be interested in a thorough assessment of their practices. In this 

way, the competition process better reflects the European agenda of gender equality as a 

cross-cutting and integrated policy and accounts for other potential grounds for discrimination 
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(age, ethnicity, race, health limitations). In addition, the committee awards a special prize 

every year, each year according to different evaluation criteria. This adds an element of 

surprise to the competition ï the winner does not learn about their award until the last minute, 

neither does he know about which aspect of their work has earned the committeeôs 

appreciation. 

In the Slovak reality today, shortcomings and a sense of asymmetry are to be expected in 

respect to the situation in the job market. The needs and expectations of employers do not 

necessarily meet the needs of their employees. Trends common elsewhere, such as corporate 

responsibility, cooperation and networking among different actors or a level of equality 

between men and women are not an integral part of Slovak practice. This situation prompted 

the competition organizers to explicitly include the following categories in the competition: 

- father leave and shared parental leave - supporting active fathers among employees, 

responding to partnerôs needs in planning their personal development programs, adjustment of 

working hours to family responsibilities and so on 

- companies observing principles of social responsibility offer friendly working conditions, 

support diversity, invest in their human capital, contribute to or undertake projects aimed at 

improving their local environment or run philanthropic programs  

- networking and cooperation among organizations and institutions at the level of state, 

region, municipality or sector who support pro-family and equal opportunity policies, NGOs 

and other organizations serving families; sharing of good practices in respect to work-life 

balance among groups from different cities and abroad 

- challenges and goals of family-friendly and equal opportunity measures ï this category 

includes ideas and policies which are seen as important or interesting although they have not 

been implemented   

The goal of these competitions is to motivate employers to create and implement policies, 

provisions and benefits that enable their employees better balance their family and work 

obligations. It is assumed that employer support leads to greater satisfaction and loyalty of 

employees and contributes to the long-term sustainability and prosperity of the company.   

Emphasis has been added on supporting social groups which are usually discriminated against 

in Slovakia (people with disabilities or Roma people from marginalized communities) and on 

areas where multiple discrimination takes place. This new development demonstrates a 

gradual shift of the evaluation and monitoring focus from family-friendly policies and pro-

gender measures to other aspects of potential discrimination.  

A major challenge in this country continues to be a lack of genuine political interest. Neither 

experts nor employers or politicians are interested in addressing discrimination, particularly 

discrimination against other social groups (migrants, lesbians and gays, older employees). 

True diversity demands that representatives of these demographic groups fully participate and 

enjoy respect in the workplace just like their co-workers.  

The economic crisis faced European and national decision-makers with unprecedented 

challenges, which seem much greater than any other problems in the recent decades. In these 

circumstances, some equal opportunity experts worry about the ñfateò of equality agendas, 

saying we might expect a slowdown or stagnation in the implementation of equal 

opportunities. One of the impacts of the crisis is going to be further loss of jobs and a 
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potential lack of motivation to create equal opportunities and family-friendly benefits on the 

part of employers (including work-life balance). 

At the time of various cuts and savings it is possible that the equal opportunity issues formerly 

addressed are going to be trivialized and compared to other ñmatters of great importanceò. On 

the other hand, optimists suggest that the crisis might serve as a catalyst for a transformation 

of the job market and if equal opportunity agendas are upheld, future employment structures 

are going to incorporate it. 

In line with this development, equal opportunities would become not only an integrated 

agenda but also a ñparallelò strategy for investments into new technologies or infrastructure. 

High quality, sensitive analysis would be necessary, however, to turn these visions into 

meaningful and effective practice. We may thus conclude that the recession represents an 

unexpected opportunity to re-set work-life balance policies and measures and to rethink equal 

opportunities in general.  
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Poland  - Julia Kubisa 

 
Work/Life Balance in Poland 

 

Analysis of the subjective and objective barriers that prevent Polish parents from returning to 

the labor market may be seen in several different dimensions. The individual, subjective 

decisions and choices are influenced by the labor market, social policy, cultural and social 

factors. 

 

The activity rate of mothers at the labor market is a significant dimension. While the activity 

of mothers of children under three years of age is similar to the OECD average (OECD 

countries - 45,1%, Poland - 49,3%), there is a difference in the case of mothers of children 3-5 

years old. The OECD average is over 60% and in countries like Iceland, Finland, Sweden, 

Slovenia, Denmark, Netherlands, Estonia, Cyprus, France, Portugal over 70% of mothers 

enter the labor market, whereas in Poland it is only about 55% of mothers (Kurowska 2010, 

data for 2007).  

 

What is also interesting and important are the changes in fertility rate during the last 20 years. 

While in the beginning of the 90ôs, the average number of children was 2, in 1997 it was 1,5 

and in 2005 ï 1,2. The patterns of motherhood decisions changed ï when in the early 90ôs, the 

largest group of mothers with the first child was between 20 and 24 years old, now it is 

between 25-29 (GUS 2006). The probable reasons may be found in the family policy system, 

cultural attitudes and social demands as well as unemployment rate. 

 

The family policy system has been subjected to increasing limitations from the early 90ôs. The 

maternity leave that lasted from 4, 5 to 6 months was fully paid. However, after many 

political decisions focused on cuts in social policy (due to the fact that the Polish state budged 

had to be relevant to International Monetary Fund criteria), the parental leave (which lasts up 

to 3 years and is available for a mother or a father with a job contract) is paid only to the very 

poorest (Heinen, Wator 2006). The same changes that limited parental leave, led to closing 

most of the nurseries and kindergartens in Poland. Currently, according to the Eurostat (2009) 

only 2% of children 0-2 attend nurseries and according to Polish Ministry of Education, only 

59% of children 3-5 attend kindergartens. Therefore, the procreation decisions are made in the 

light of losing half of the family income for almost 3 years or seeking for private care for 

children which is usually paid ñunder the tableò. Regarding the fact that women 55-59 years 

old are the smallest group active at the labor market, one may assume that it is them to offer 

private childcare, whether to their own grandchildren (usually unpaid) or to other children 

(paid without a contract). The private sector offers ñtoddlersô clubsò for children older than 1 

year and private kindergartens; however, their prices are relatively high, above half of the 

medium wage in Poland. 

 

The unemployment rate is always an important factor for procreation decisions. In the years 

just before the EU accession, the unemployment rate reached 20%, then decreased to 7% in 

2008 and now it is 13% (GUS 2011). The decrease in unemployment was connected to the 

phenomenon of massive migration to the UK and Ireland as both countries opened their labor 

market for Polish citizens in 2004. The relatively high unemployment rate strengthens the 

precarious situation of young women and men at the labor market and forms a serious 

obstacle for decisions about having children and then about coming back to the labor market.  
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All the labor market and economy factors are supported by traditional expectations about the 

role of the mother and the father. Traditionally, the father is supposed to support his family 

financially and the mother is responsible for household duties and care of children. This 

approach is mirrored in the family policy system which for years was preventing women from 

returning to the labor market through a very low provision of childcare institutions, but due to 

the cost-cutting approach also led to the establishment of unpaid parental leave. The family 

policy system did not question a highly gendered division of care duties and household duties 

(Titkow, Budrowska, Duch-Krzystoszek 2004, Woycicka 2009). Women are supposed to be 

responsible for care duties and most of the household duties. Therefore, women are the 

majority in case of parental leaves. At the labor market, they are perceived as more occupied 

with domestic duties and ñmother identityò than men which may be referred to as the gender 

model for women and job model for men, described by Feldberg and Nakano (1979).  Polish 

trade unions and womenôs NGOs admit that discrimination of young mothers at the labor 

market is a common phenomenon. They have worse access to promotions and trainings, their 

job positions are changed for worse or lower paid (which is argued as an effect of 

restructuring). 

 

Work-life balance programs in Poland are still in the process of development. First of all, in 

the younger generation, the cultural change is visible ï younger people more often declare 

that they are willing to follow a truer partnership pattern in their relations (Titkow, 

Budrowska, Duch-Krzystoszek 2004). Young mothers are willing to enter the labor marke,t 

despite the traditional expectations (and low number of nurseries), because of their both 

material and self -development needs. Therefore, there is more space for the initiatives 

supporting work-life balance. 

 

Young mothers who face difficulties when returning to the labor market may create their own 

companies with financial support from the European Social Fund and Polish labor offices. 

Self-employment is perceived as a solution for combining maternity duties with work as it 

offers flexible time and no hostile workplace environment. However, it is worth mentioning 

that self-employed mothers may face financial difficulties when they decide to have a second 

child, as they have to cover their sick leave, they have to pay social insurance on maternity 

leave (while not earning) and they cannot take parental leave. 

 

Employers participate in ñMother Friendly Companyò competition which is a good practice 

campaign to show that combining work and family duties may be satisfying for employees 

and effective for employers. Companies offer part-time jobs with good financial conditions, 

flexible work time and telework. Initiatives like ñMother Friendly Companyò are supposed to 

create a different vision of mothers at the labor market, as dutiful employees whom employers 

may trust (if both sides respect partner relations).  

 

Part-times for mothers with children under 3 years old are now facilitated by the novelization 

of the Labor Code. It means that mothers may use part of their parental leave while working 

part-time. Telework was also introduced as an instrument for balancing work duties and care 

duties.  

 

However, the most interesting and challenging to old cultural patterns was the introduction of 

paternity leave in 2010 ï full paid 2 weeks. It is not much regarding the time needed for a 

newborn or a toddler, but it is a socio-cultural novelty. When the debate about paternity leave 

began a couple of years ago, it was perceived as an additional holiday, as fathers were not 

perceived as willing to participate in care and responsibility for their children (apart from the 
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financial support). After the first year, it is visible that the access to paternity leave is not 

equal to all, which is a result of a lack of information campaign from the Ministry of Labor 

and Social Policy. Fathers employed in the public sector take paternity leave more often than 

in the private sector. Employees and employers are not aware about this solution and 

sometimes treat it as some kind of a ñprivilegeò and not a right. 

 

The second change in the family policy which was introduced recently (2011) is a so-called 

ñnursery billò which facilitates the building of new public nurseries (financed partially by the 

state and partially by local governments), facilitates legal employment of nannies (the state 

pays a part of their wages) and introduces the ñday care personò who may take care of a small 

group of children in a private apartment, working on a contract with a local government (day 

care person  must have some kind of professional experience and education). 

 

Those two legislative initiatives may be interpreted as a result of the EU influence. The 

European Commission presents countries with high rates of participation in nurseries and 

kindergartens as a good practice enabling women to combine work and family/private life. 

This kind of argumentation is better understood in Poland now. However, womenôs activity at 

the labor market must be balanced with menôs activity in the domestic and care domain ï 

introduction of paternity leaves was only the first step. Both women and men need stability to 

plan a family and the Polish labor market is offering more precarious conditions with higher 

rate of fixed term contracts or even civil contracts instead of job contracts (regulated by the 

Labor Code). 
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Germany ï Monika Goldmann, Maresa Feldmann, sfs TU Dortmund 

An analysis of the situation concerning work/life balance in Germany 

1 Materials concerning Work/Life Balance in Germany 

 

Compendium of literature which deals with the following topics as they are "lived" in 

Germany:  

1. maternal/parental leave, 

2. work/life balance problematic (especially in the case of the target group of parents on 

parental leave),  

3. childcare facilities situation,  

4. offers of flexible working arrangements 

 

1.1 Maternal / parental / childcare leaves 

Working mothers and expectant mothers are protected against dismissal and (partly) against 

loss of income. This affects all employed women in Germany, including part-time workers 

and women in vocational training, but not self-employed women, students in an obligatory 

Internship, etc. Female employees cannot be dismissed during pregnancy or within four 

months after birth. The Maternity protection period  takes at least 14 weeks.
1
 It starts six 

weeks before the child is due, and usually ends eight weeks after birth (twelve weeks after 

multiple births and preterm births). For preterm births, the period is extended for the number 

of days that the child was born earlier. Maternity protection period and employment ban due 

to pregnancy are stated as working time and cannot be subtracted from holiday time. 

Employers must allow expectant mothers to go to screenings during their working-time.
2
 

During the maternity protection period, employees gain maternity benefit from their health 

insurance, which is half of the average salary received during the last three months, and a 

maximum of 13 Euro a day. When the average salary was higher than 390 Euro, the employer 

pays an employerôs contribution up to the average income.
3
 

Employees can claim parental leave for 36 months. The period can be extended up to the time 

when the child is eight years old (if the employer agrees). Both mother and father can be on 

leave simultaneously. They have the right to return to their former workplace (regarding 

function, benefits, etc.). During parental leave, employees can work part-time (up to 30 hours 

per week).
4 
 

About three quarters of all families which are entitled actually use parental leave. There are 

two models that families usually follow. Model 1: The mother is on leave and does not work 

                                                 
1
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while the father works full-time (60% of these families). For 0,2% of the families the situation 

is reverse. Model 2: The mother is on leave and works part-time (two to 30 hours a week) 

while the father works full-time (32%).
5
 

If parents take care for their child at home, and work maximum 30 hours a week, they can 

gain parental benefit which is 67% of the average former income (300 Euro minimum, and 

1.800 Euro maximum a month). If one parent is not employed, he or she receives 300 Euro 

per month, in addition to the family income. Parents can share the period during which 

parental benefit is paid. The benefit it paid up to 14 months, if both mother and father use part 

of it. In case only one parent uses parental leave, the benefit is paid for 12 months only. Single 

parents get the benefit for 14 months. In 2007, almost all parents made use of the paternity 

benefit.
6
 

Each employed parent is allowed to stay off for ten days to care for a sick child (single 

parents 20 days). For more than two children, parents can stay off a maximum of 25 days. 

Some enterprises pay the salary for 5 days but in most cases, parents have to turn to their 

health insurance. The public health insurance usually pays 70% of the gross salary for five 

daysô absence from the workplace because of a sick child. In 2007, about 9% of those using 

this benefit were fathers.
7
 

Employees (in a company with more than 15 employees) with family members in need of 

care are allowed to stay off for ten days in cases of emergency (unpaid leave). They can 

extend the period of an unpaid leave up to six months to care for a family member at home 

(full -time or part-time). After this period, they have the right to return to their former job.
8
 

 

Returning from par ental leave 

The economic activity of mothers in the former West Germany has been rising for several 

decades now; in the former East Germany, mothersô employment was common. In sum, more 

and more mothers are returning to employment after taking shorter or longer leaves to raise 

their children."
9
 

The biggest change can be seen in the terms of returning to work after parental leave. In 

contrast to several decades ago, the number of  mothers who come back to work after taking a 

parental leave is higher and they tend to come back sooner than they used to.
10

 

                                                 
5
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Chart 1: Shorter maternity leave periods for mothers 
11

 

 

 

In the older generation, only 25% of the mothers who returned to work had requested a short 

maternity leave period ï less than one year. 27% of older mothers took their leave for an 

average length of time (up to three years) and 48% interrupted their employment for a period 

longer than three years.  Among the 40-50 year olds who are approaching the ñlimits of this 

demographicò, 36% have already taken a leave from employment for a period shorter than 

one year.  Unlike the mothers of the older generation, only about a half of younger mothers 

have interrupted their career for longer than three years.
12

 

 

Fathers-to-be show strong interest in taking parental leave    

The number of fathers who have interrupted their employment in order to look after their 

children has multiplied in the context of parental leave policies.  Currently, 20% of fathers 

claim parental leave benefits (Parental Benefits Statistics, first quarter of 2010; Federal 

Statistical Office of Germany). Public surveys suggest these trends as well. According to a 

survey of family life (Monitor Familienleben 2010), 10% of fathers younger than 45 have 

already taken at least one leave from their employment for the purposes of childcare. Among 

fathers over 60, only 2% have taken parental leave in their lives.
13

 

The fathers who consider taking parental leave and claim parental leave benefits indicate their 

motivations as follows: almost all of them (92%) believe taking parental leave will facilitate a 

closer bond with their child. 79% also believe that their children will benefit from spending a 

lot of time with their father. The third most common reason for fathers to take parental leave 

is that they hope to ease the burden of care for mothers (65%). Every tenth father (11%) sees 

parental leave as a form of extended holiday.
14

 

Many people are of the opinion, however, that fathers who show family-friendly attitudes still 

face barriers in the society. 56% of all population and 64% of fathers of children younger than 

18 years of age believe that companies are not pleased with fathers claiming parental leave, 

while 51% of fathers worry about the negative consequences taking a leave would have on 

their professional lives. The company size seems to play a role in these perceptions. 67% of 

fathers and mothers who work in companies with fewer than 10 employees expect taking a 
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Mothers who have returned to work after 

leave  

 

less than 40    40-59    60 and older 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base: Germany, Mothers who discontinued 

employment after having children but returned  

following parental leave 

Source: Archiv Allensbach, survey 10053, April 

2010 

 

Length of parental 

leave 

1 year max. 

More than 1 year,  

2 years max. 

More than 3 years 
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leave would hurt their career prospects. On the other hand, only 43% or 50% of parents 

employed in mid-size and large companies feel the same way.
15

 

In addition, given the primary breadwinning role of most fathers, there is also often a concern 

about the financial impact on the family if the father takes parental leave. 54% of fathers feel 

that if they do so, their families would really struggle financially.
16

 

 

 

 

Chart 2: Fathersô perception of parental leave
17
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Fathers' views on parental leave 

            Parents with children younger than 
18 

             Fathers            Mothers 

Population in Total 

Regarding parental leave taken by 

fathers 

1) Parental leave strengthens the bond 

between child and father 

2) Men better understand the burden of 
housework and childcare  

3) Companies do not like fathers taking 

parental leave  

4) Children benefit from parental leave as 

they  can spend more time with their fathers 

5) Fathers' parental leave means strong 
financial limitations for the family 

6) Fathers' parental leave promotes gender 

equality  

7) Fathers on maternity leave alleviate 

burden on mothers 

8) Taking a leave from paid employment for 
purposes of parental leave typically has 

negative consequences on professional life 

9) Parental leave offers fathers unique 

experience they would not have otherwise 

10) Many men do not opt for parental leave 

due to a lack of self-confidence in child 

raising 

11) Fathers who take parental leave rarely 

feel supported by colleagues 

12) Fathers on parental leave are seen as 

non-masculine 

13) There is no longer any prejudice against 

fathers taking parental leave 

14) Many fathers view parental leave as a 

kind of holiday at home 

Base: Germany, population over 16 

Source: Archiv Allensbach, survey 10053  
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1.2 Work/Life balance problematic18 

About a half of the population of Germany believe that better work-life balance is necessary 

for the future of the country. This perspective is particularly common among mothers who 

have returned to employment (70% of the respondents who share this opinion).
19

 

69% of all population and 78% of young parents think that work-life balance should 

constitute the main priority of family policies.
20

 

Only 21% of the population think that family-work balance is easy to achieve in Germany 

today. 63% of people think that the possibilities to balance work and family ñare not very 

goodò. Especially younger parents who have recently experienced balancing family and work 

and who see similar challenges among their friends and relatives share this view. 49% of the 

respondents also believe that work-life balance is harder to establish in Germany than in other 

countries.
21

 

 

Chart 3: Perceptions of work-life balance 
22
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Perceptions: Work-life balance is not 

easy  

 

Question: ĂIn regard to work-life balance: 

Do you think it that balancing work and 

family in Germany today is easy or not that 

easy?   

 

It is not that easy  

 

                               It is easy  

 

Population Total 

Fathers of children under 18 

 

 

 

 

Mothers of children under 18 

Base: Germany,  Population over 16, others 

within the 100% undecided  

Source: Archiv Allensbach, survey 10053  
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On the other hand, even though many respondents believe it is hard to achieve work-life 

balance, they are not struggling with these problems themselves at this time. The majority of 

working parents experience difficulties with balancing work and family from time to time, 

such as when their children are ill, for example. Only 30% of parents with children under 18 

report that work-life balance is very difficult to achieve. 60% of parents in this category 

experience a ñfairly goodò work-life balance and 10% are not sure. The childrenôs age seems 

to play a significant role in their views: 47% of parents with children under three years 

indicate they are currently struggling with work-life balance; among parents with children 

older than three years only 29% of parents report similar challenges.
23

 

According to the survey, these parents felt that if more childcare services that meet their real 

needs were available, it would be most helpful in respect to work-life balance. 54% of them 

would also like to see more kindergartens and schools providing their services throughout the 

day. 41% of parents call for more childcare provision for children under three years of age. 

56% parents believe that more flexibility is in regard to the providersô opening hours so that 

they match their own working hours. 

In addition, 53% of these parents believe that greater financial benefits would help them 

balance work and family as well. In in-depth interviews, respondents indicated that greater 

financial assistance would alleviate the pressure they feel to make money and allow them to 

work fewer hours and spend more time with their children. This view is especially common 

among single parents. Finally, 43% of respondents would appreciate more assistance with the 

process of returning to work.
24

 

 

Chart 4: Helping parents balance work and family
25
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Helping parents achieve work-life balance 

ĂThis would help us achieve work-life 

balance the mostñ 

(excerpts) 

Parents Total 

 Fathers                Mothers 

1) If the operation hours of kindergartens and 

schools better matched our working hours 

2) If kindergartens and schools provided care 

all day  

3) If the state offered families more support 

4) If children in kindergartens (or schools) 

were given lunches  

5) If the state ensured easier return to work 

after  family leave  

6) If my (or my partner's) employer offered 

me flexible working hours and working hours 

accounts (accumulation of hours worked) 

7) If there were more childcare services for 

children under three 

8) If my (or my partner's) employer offered 

childcare options  

9) If we didn't have to worry about how our 

children get to/from school 

10) If there were enough places in the 

kindergarten and after-school programs in my 

town   

11) If I were not so busy (e.g. overtime)  

Base: Germany, Parents experiencing 

diffi culties with work-life balance  

Source: Archiv Allensbach, survey 10053, 

April 2010  
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Institutional childcare services 

In Germany children at the age of 3 until school age have a legal claim for a place in a 

kindergarten (four hours a day). Opening times and costs for the services vary in the German 

Laender (states).  There are still strong differences in coverage rates between West and East 

Germany. The centre-based cr¯che services are available for 14,6% of children aged up to 3 

years in Western Germany and 46% in Eastern Germany. The kindergarten services are 

available for about 92% of children from the age of 3 to 6 in the West (22,7% all-day 

services) and 95,1% in the East (65,3% all-day services). The after-school-services are 

available for 5,3 % of children aged 6 to 10 in Western Germany and 42,1% in Eastern 

Germany. There is an urgent need for more places, especially for children under the age of 3, 

and full-day services in Western Germany. The prices for public childcare differ between 

communities and regions and are massively subsidised by tax payments.ò
26

 

The operation hours of childcare providers serving children younger than three years old 

range from half-a-day (up to five hours) to all-day (more than seven hours). Gradually, half-a-

day services are being replaced by all-day services across all Germany. In the former Eastern 

Germany, over two thirds of the children who are younger than three and who attend 

childcare stay there for the entire day. While the demand for all-day childcare is growing in 

the former Western Germany as well, the proportion of children receiving all-day services out 

of all the children in childcare is only a half of the proportion of children in the former 

Eastern Germany. A third of all children receiving childcare services spend five to seven 

hours per day with the provider, either in a kindergarten or with a female or male babysitter 

(Tagesmutter or Tagesvater = a registered child minder).
27

 

1.3 Flexible working-time arrangements 

In Germany the employees have a legal claim for work time arrangements and other basic 

conditions that allow them to reconcile work and family life. Employees in a company with 

more than 15 people have the right to demand a part-time job, when they have been working 

for the company at least for six months. The employer may reject this demand, when it 

clashes with the work organisation. After the change in part-time a worker has no entitlement 

to return to full-time work.
28

 More than one quarter of all employed persons in Germany 

worked on part-time basis in 2008.
29

 The most of them (80%) were women. 46% of all 

employed women work part-time (and only 10% of men). In most cases, the reason for 

working part-time is the care for children or elderly people in need of care. 

Germany is one of the countries with the highest proportion of enterprises (more than 70 

percent) providing flexible working time arrangements.
30

 Many enterprises offer their 

employees the use of accumulated hours for longer periods of leave (21%) or for single days 

off (17%). Some offer the possibility to vary start and end of daily work but no accumulation 
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of hours (6%).
31 

In 2009, 22% of the enterprises offered their employees telework. There are 

rarely gender differences in this working form.
32

  

2 Principal objective and subjective barriers German parents face when returning 

to work 

53% of mothers returning to work (statistical base: mothers of children under 18 who have 

returned to work) report that they have been able to adjust their working hours according to 

their family needs. 58% were able to return to their previous job, 17% work in a new position 

with their previous employer and 19% had to find a new job. A return to work was 

significantly less common among mothers of older generations. This was partly due to socio-

political circumstances ï mothers who were on maternity leave in the 1980ôs did not enjoy the 

policy of the ñright to return to workò- and partly because they stayed at home for longer than 

three years. 37% of the mothers who have returned to work mentioned challenges related to 

the double shift (working both in and outside of home) while 31-32% felt support and help on 

the part of their employers and colleagues (stat. base: mothers of children under 18 years of 

age who have returned to work). In the process of this transition these mothers had to cope 

with a variety of issues, ranging from inflexible working hours (28%) or trouble with 

arranging childcare (17%) to finding a job (14%).
33

 

68% of mothers who have returned to work reported at least one significant challenge in the 

course of their return. This means that this transition entails problems for the majority of 

parents. 
34
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Chart 5: Experience with returning to work 
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Experience with returning to work 

 

68% had to cope with at least one serious 

challenge 

Mothers of children under 18 who resumed 

employment after maternity leave  

1) I was able to return to my former workplace  

2) I was able to adjust my working hours to the 

needs of the family  

3) I had problems getting used to the double shift  

4) My employer was very helpful in balancing 

work and life  

5) My colleagues and supervisors showed 

understanding for my family situation  

6) I would like to make my working hours more 

flexible 

7) I had to find a new job  

8) I worked more hours than I wanted  

9) I am working for my previous employer but in 

a new position  

10) It was hard to find suitable childcare  

11) It was hard to find a new job  

12) There were issues between me and my 

employer 

13) I had an opportunity to work from home 

14) It was hard to get back on track 

professionally 

 15) My new job did not match my qualifications 

 

Base: Germany, Mothers who resumed 

employment after parental leave  

Source: Archiv Allensbach, survey 10053, April 

2010  

    


