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About the Fatherhood Institute 
 
The Fatherhood Institute is a research, training and advocacy organisation (UK 
registered charity no. 1075104) which works to build a society that values, prepares 
and supports men as involved fathers and caregivers.  
 
 
Time with Dad 
 
Time with Dad is a Fatherhood Institute project that aims to transform fathers’ ability 
to take the time they need to support their children’s health, wellbeing, learning and 
development – by working to achieve four key changes: 
 

§ Maternity and postnatal services that support fathers’ close attachment to 
their babies, and understanding of early child development 

§ Well-paid parenting leave for dads in their baby’s first year – to give them 
substantial and affordable time off work for bonding and caregiving 

§ Workplaces that recognise and adapt to men’s caregiving roles – including via 
flexible and home-based working options wherever possible 

§ Schools, early years and other family services that engage and support 
fathers to help their children learn. 

 
We know that to achieve change in all these areas, we need new approaches from 
the ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’. With that in mind, as well as lobbying for national-
level changes in policy and practice, we are working with fathers, mothers, 
employers, trade unions, schools, early years providers and others to explore new 
ideas, form powerful partnerships and trial interesting, scalable approaches. 
 
Be part of the solution. Join here.  
  

https://mailchi.mp/fatherhoodinstitute.org/time-with-dad
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Introduction 
 
The UK’s parenting leave system is one of the most gender-unequal in the 
developed world.  
 
Its structure – followed by the vast majority of employers across the country – places 
responsibility for looking after babies, for the entire first year of their lives, firmly in 
the hands of mothers. New fathers, meanwhile, are expected to continue working as 
if nothing has happened. 
 
It’s time to change the system.  
 
We need parenting leave that reflects the needs and aspirations of modern British 
parents – who want to be fully involved hands-on dads and mums, while also 
providing financially for their families and each other.   
 
In this paper we set out one model for what a better system might look like – based 
on principles (see below) which are known from international research to enhance 
family well-being and promote gender equality.  These include: 

• Shorter periods of well-paid leave, which benefit families more than longer 
periods of poorly paid leave 

• Leave for fathers as an individual entitlement, ‘owned’ by them and not 
transferable to mothers 

• An emphasis on closing the differential between fathers’ and mothers’ 
individual entitlements.  

Read on to find out more.
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Summary of our proposed model 
 
If we’re serious about gender equality, we need to give men the time they need to do 
a great job as involved fathers. That means levelling the playing field for men as 
caregivers, as well as for women in the world of work. With that in mind, we outline a 
new approach to parenting leave.  
 
Our model includes longer well-paid leave for mothers, to help them recover from the 
birth, build close bonds with their babies and establish breastfeeding. They would 
receive 12 weeks’ maternity leave paid at 90% of their salary – with a ‘cap’ for high 
earners1. That’s six weeks more than under the current system2.  
 
But to help mothers we need to take fathers’ role in the first year more seriously, too. 
So, we’d give dads two weeks paid paternity leave, as now – but we’d pay this at 
90% of salary, to make sure the family can afford for dads to pitch in, helping mum 
and developing early bonds with their babies in those precious first days. In addition, 
we would give fathers3 up to five individual days of ‘crisis’ leave (again paid at 90% 
of salary, with a cap) to be taken while the mother is on maternity leave4. These days 
would enable fathers to provide additional support to the mother during her maternity 
leave, if needed. 
 
Crucially, we’d also give fathers a ‘daddy month’ – a new period of well-paid 
caregiving leave, just for them5. Paid at 90% of salary6, this time – to be taken only 
when the mother was no longer full-time at home – would help fathers build solid 
attachments with their babies, develop skills as independent, hands-on caregivers, 
and ‘come out’ as involved fathers in their workplaces. Dads wouldn’t be able to 
hand this leave over to the mum – if they chose not to take it, it would be an 
opportunity lost. 
 
Aside from these parent-specific periods of leave, we believe families should have as 
much choice as possible over who takes time at home, rather than – as in the 
current system – loading the caregiving responsibility automatically onto mothers.  
 
So, under the system we describe below, in addition to the periods of parent-specific 
leave outlined above, families would get 42 weeks of parental (caregiving) leave to 
share between them – one month of it paid at 90% of salary (with a ‘cap’) and three 
months paid at National Minimum Wage (more than double the current statutory rate 
– in recognition of the high value we should place on parental caregiving).  A further 
six months’ unpaid leave would also be available to each family, to divide as they 
wish.  All this leave would need to be taken in the first year after the birth. 

 
1  Pay for all types of leave for parenting – the ‘health and safety’ leaves (maternity leave, paternity leave and 
‘crisis’ days) and the ‘caregiving’ leaves (the ‘daddy month’ and shareable month of parental leave) - would be 
‘capped’ for high earners. 
2 Where neither parent has been the gestational parent and recovery from birth is not, therefore, at issue, 
parents should be able to divide this leave as they see fit. 
3 Or the mother’s partner - on the relatively rare occasions where the birth father is not around 
4 For multiple births, or where an infant is in a neonatal intensive care unit for more than ten days, this 
entitlement would be doubled. 
5 Or, in the relatively rare cases where the birth father is not around, the mother’s partner. 
6 As above, with a ‘cap’ for high earners 
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The background to this briefing 
 
At the moment, there’s a HUGE gap between what mothers and fathers are, as 
individual parents, entitled to take.  
 
The shared parental leave system (mis-named: it is really transferable maternity 
leave) was meant to even things out, by allowing mums to give some of their leave to 
dads. But hardly any do (take-up is less than 4%): not through lack of interest in 
sharing, but because even if both parents are eligible (and most aren’t), the leave is 
so poorly paid that families can’t afford for dad to take the time off. 
 
The system is broken. We’re not the only ones who think so: several major 
organisations campaigning for a better deal for women, including Fawcett Society, 
Maternity Action, Pregnant Then Screwed and the Women’s Budget Group, agree 
with us that an overhaul is necessary. 
 
Here’s a summary of how the current system works:   
  
Who gets what 
under the 
current system 
 

  

  Mother  Father 
Individual right to 
leave 

52 weeks’ maternity leave 
  
13 of these unpaid 
  

2 weeks’ paternity leave 

Individual right to 
pay 

6 weeks’ maternity leave (2 
weeks compulsory) at 90% of 
salary (uncapped), with 
Maternity Allowance if not an 
employee 
  
33 weeks at statutory rate 
(£156.66 per week or 90% of 
salary, whichever is lower)  

2 weeks’ paternity leave at 
statutory rate (£156.66 per 
week or 90% of salary, 
whichever is lower) 
  
 
 
Nothing if not an employee 

Transferability Can transfer max 50 weeks’ 
leave and 37 weeks’ pay to 
father (assuming both are 
eligible) under SPL provisions 

Can receive max 50 weeks’ 
leave and 37 weeks’ pay from 
mother (assuming both are 
eligible) under SPL provisions 
  

 
We believe the model we propose in this briefing would be much fairer, and much 
clearer, than the current system.  
 
We should say at this point that it’s not easy to design a ‘bulletproof’ parenting leave 
system when you haven’t got the in-house capacity, or budget, to run complex 
economic models – as would be needed to work out the costs to HM Treasury, and 
set these against the important economic (and social) gains that would flow from the 
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proposed redesign. The government would need to do this – whether in time for its 
much-anticipated Employment Bill (first announced in 2019, and promised for 2020, 
but now unlikely to materialise until 2022 or even 2023), or otherwise. 
 
So, what we present here is not a fully costed blueprint ready for rubber-stamping by 
ministers. Rather it is a vision for a new way of ‘cracking the nut’ of supporting 
parents to share the earning and caregiving, improve infant outcomes and reduce 
gender inequality. We offer our proposals in a spirit of experimentation and 
provocation, in the hope that it might inspire parents and others to push harder for 
change – and galvanise more imaginative political action from our elected 
representatives.  
 
Having said all that, we’ve resisted the temptation to outline an ‘ideal world’ system 
that feels so ambitious as to be utterly unachievable in the UK at this present time. 
So, we’ve limited ourselves to thinking about a system covering the baby’s first 12 
months, rather than extending it to 18 months; and have suggested one month’s 
well-funded ‘daddy leave’ rather than three months or more, as currently in 
Scandinavia, for example. This is not because we don’t see the potential benefits of 
more ambitious (and costly) systems, but because we think the priority should be to 
change the fundamental shape of what we offer families now – itself a big, and 
no doubt expensive, challenge – and build from there. 
 
It’s also important to stress that parenting leave systems don’t exist in a vacuum: so 
even a perfect system would not, on its own, be a ‘magic bullet’ that gave families 
free, uncomplicated choices over how to manage their earning and caregiving 
responsibilities. For example, we know that access to high quality, affordable early 
education and childcare is key to parents’ decision-making and child wellbeing, but 
for the purposes of setting out a new vision for parenting leave we are leaving that 
complex, if closely related, issue to one side for now. 
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Our 10 key principles 
 
We have identified 10 key principles that we think should underpin a fairer, father-
inclusive parenting leave system. They are:  

1. Maternity and paternity leave should support the ‘health and safety’ of the 
family. Maternity leave should be there to give mothers time to heal and 
recover from the birth, bond with their new baby and establish breastfeeding – 
with support from the baby’s father, relevant professionals and others. 
Paternity leave is for fathers/other partners to support their baby’s mother in 
all of the above – as well as to give them time to bond with the baby 
themselves, jointly register the baby’s birth, and start to establish new 
routines.  
 

2. After maternity and paternity leave, the rest of the parenting leave and pay 
available to the family should be framed as parental (caregiving) leave. This is 
to give parents time to look after the baby: something that can/ should be 
done by either parent. 
 

3. Health policy is to encourage mothers to breastfeed exclusively up to 6 
months, so leave policy should be designed with this in mind. 
 

4. To incentivise fathers to take parental leave, they should have their own, non-
transferable leave quota – to be taken within the baby’s first year, and which 
is lost to the family if they don’t take it (often described as ‘use-it-or-lose-it’ or 
‘individual entitlement’ leave). 
 

5. A substantial differential between leave available to mothers and fathers tends 
to shore up the gender-unequal status quo, so the system should be designed 
to minimise this as much as possible. 
 

6. To help reduce workplace discrimination, we want employers to see it as 
equally valid – and equally likely – for ALL employees, regardless of gender, 
to take substantial time off work when they have babies. 
 

7. Parents need a degree of flexibility, but employers need a level of certainty, 
about new parents’ absences from the workplace. So, the system should be 
easy for bosses, HR departments and line managers to understand, 
administer and promote to women and men in their workforce. 
 

8. Parenting leave and pay should be available to all parents, not just those who 
are employees – and with as minimal a qualifying period as possible. Fathers 
and mothers who are self-employed or work in the ‘gig economy’ should also 
be eligible for support. 
 

9. Our aim should be, as much as possible, not to reduce the overall amount of 
leave and pay available to mothers in the baby’s first year, but at the same 
time to fund more time off for fathers – while also minimising additional costs 
to the state. Placing a ‘cap’ on maternity pay for high earners might help 
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contribute to this goal. 
 

10. Caregiving leave should be reimbursed, as much as possible, at a level that 
makes it affordable to take and, as an absolute minimum, acknowledges the 
importance to society of having both parents provide good quality hands-on 
care during their babies’ first year. Reimbursement at National Minimum 
Wage level for some periods of leave – rather than the current statutory rate – 
may help towards achieving this. 
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How a better model might work 
 
Who would get 
what under our 
proposed new 
model 
 

   

NB: All 
parenting leave 
pay would be 
capped for 
higher earners 
  

Mother-specific Father-specific Available to either 
parent 

Health and 
safety leave 
  

12 weeks’ maternity 
leave paid at 90% of 
salary 
  

2 weeks’ paternity leave 
paid at 90% of salary 
 
Plus up to 5 individual 
days of ‘crisis’ leave 
paid at 90% of salary, 
to be taken during the 
mother’s maternity 
leave  

 

Caregiving 
leave: non-
transferable   

 
A ‘daddy month’: 4 
weeks’ parental leave 
paid at 90% of salary  

 

Caregiving 
leave: shareable  
  

    42 weeks’ parental 
leave: 
 
4 weeks paid at 90% 
of salary + 12 weeks 
paid at National 
Minimum Wage + 
26 weeks unpaid 
 

Overall 
maximum 
available  
  

Up to 16 weeks paid at 
a high salary 
replacement level, plus 
12 weeks at National 
Minimum Wage = 28 
weeks  
  
plus 26 unpaid = 54 
weeks 
  

Up to 10 weeks (+ 5 
days) paid at a high 
salary replacement 
level, plus 12 weeks at 
NMW = 22 weeks (+ 5 
days) 
  
plus 26 unpaid = 48 
weeks + 5 days 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
The benefits of our proposed model  
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For families 
 
The model would offer more, and better paid, leave to families: a total of 60 weeks’ 
leave (+ 5 days’ ‘crisis’ leave). There would be a great deal more flexibility: almost 
three-quarters of the leave (42 weeks’ worth) would be shareable and therefore able 
to be taken by either parent. And it would be much better paid, with families receiving 
a total of 14 weeks of ‘health and safety’ (maternity/paternity) leave plus five days’ 
‘crisis’ leave, paid at 90% of salary (capped for high earners); eight weeks of 
‘caregiving’ (parental) leave paid at 90% of salary (four weeks for dads-only, four 
shareable), and a further 12 weeks at National Minimum Wage level.  
 
 
For mothers 
 
Mothers would receive 90% of salary for 12 weeks’ maternity leave.  
 
They and the father would also have access to the following leave, to be shared 
between them: 
• 4 weeks’ shareable parental (caregiving) leave) paid at 90% 
• 12 weeks’ shareable parental (caregiving) leave at National Minimum Wage 
• 26 weeks shareable unpaid parental (caregiving) leave 
 
So, mothers could, if they took all the shareable portions of parental leave, still take a 
year’s leave (54 weeks, in fact), with up to 16 weeks of it paid at a high salary 
replacement level; and more than six months (28 weeks) paid at a much higher rate 
than currently, with the rest unpaid. 
 
All periods of leave that are paid at a percentage of salary replacement level, would 
be capped for high earners. 
 
 
For fathers 
 
Fathers would continue to receive two weeks’ paternity leave, but it would now be 
paid at 90% of salary – plus a further five days’ ‘crisis’ leave, paid at the same rate, 
to be taken during the mother’s period of maternity leave. 
 
They would also get a ‘daddy month’: four weeks’ non-transferable parental 
(caregiving) leave: theirs alone, and lost to the family if they didn’t take it. This leave 
would be paid at a high salary replacement level (90%). 
 
They and the mother would also have access to the following leave, to be shared 
between them: 
• 4 weeks’ shareable parental (caregiving) leave) paid at 90% 
• 12 weeks’ shareable parental (caregiving) leave at National Minimum Wage 
• 26 weeks shareable unpaid parental (caregiving) leave. 
 
So fathers could, if they took all the shareable portions of parental leave, take up to 
48 weeks’ + 5 days’ leave, with the first 10 weeks and up to five days of ‘crisis’ leave 
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paid at a high salary replacement level, another 12 weeks at National Minimum 
Wage and up to 28 weeks unpaid. 
 
All periods of leave that are paid at a percentage of salary replacement level, would 
be capped for high earners. 
 
 
Tell us what you think 
 
The model we describe here is not the only possible approach. We’d love to hear 
your ideas and feedback. 
 
Please email Jeremy Davies j.davies@fatherhoodinstitute.org 
 
 

mailto:j.davies@fatherhoodinstitute.org

