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Parental leave — its duration, generosity of financial support — is indeed an important
policy issue and the papers assembled by the CEECD provide a helpful entry.'” Of
particular value is Lero’s careful assessment of the state of research in the field, which
underlines the need to see parental leave as one factor among several determining
maternal and child-health and child-development outcomes.” The involvement of fathers,
sources of parental stress and family support, workplace factors and the availability and
affordability of quality early childhood care all enter into the equation. While to some
extent these factors are idiosyncratic, all are influenced by public policy as well as
prevailing national (and local) attitudes and norms. Policy-makers therefore need to think
about parental leave not only in terms of how long and at what level of support, but also
about how parental-leave policies fit within a broader pattern of social and labour market
policies.

The research really brings out an important problem: the greater part of research on this
issue, available in English, is conducted in the United States, yet increasingly, the United
States is an anomaly. The U.S., along with Canada and several European countries, has a
high female labour force participation rate, a large part of which is full-time. It is also
among the top countries in terms of the share of lone parents (mainly mothers). Yet until
recently, there was no legislated right to parental leave and the 1993 legislation offered
only 12 unpaid weeks’ leave for those who met the conditions. The Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 requires a majority of
lone parents and low-income parents to seek paid employment, while providing limited
support for child care.® This is in contrast to Europe and even Canada. While the
European Union has embraced the goal of at least 60 percent female employment by the
year 2010, it has also adopted norms of a 14-week paid maternity leave and three-month
parental leave and is promoting the expansion of affordable, quality early childhood care.
Canada has recently instituted a 50-week paid parental leave option and entered into a
multilateral framework agreement with the provinces whereby the federal government
agrees to spend $900 million over five years to promote early childhood education and
care.

This suggests, as Lero and Field note, that extreme caution must be exercised in
generalizing from the American studies.”* Conversely, more comparative research needs
to be done, with a greater effort to break down linguistic and other barriers to the
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communication of research results from Europe. While the OECD’s multi-country study,
Starting Strong, focuses on early childhood education and care, it provides the kind of in-
depth analysis of this important part of the broader context in which parents choose to
work or to take leave at the birth of a child.

Europe, moreover, offers a variety of social and labour market policy combinations, with
some countries favouring long leaves at low rates of remuneration while others favour
shorter but better paid leaves.” Some studies suggest that the former pattern produces a
clear class-divided pattern, mothers with low education being the main users of long-term
care.® This raises the question of the extent to which class and race structure outcomes for
children and their parents and how policy choices exacerbate or mitigate this.

Duxbury raises the important question of who takes the leave.” She focuses on the fact
that it is primarily women who take the leave, despite the use of the neutral term
“parental.” The shift from exclusively maternal leave to parental leave options and
terminology does reflect an attempt to move away from the assumption that it is mothers
whose behaviour and mental health count most for the development of children. Yet the
latter assumptions remain deeply embedded in the literature, especially the studies
arguing that “parental” employment in the early years leads to negative child
development and ‘“social capital” outcomes. The use of such apparently neutral
terminology can have the unfortunate effect that even those who do not share this bias
ignore the gendered leave-taking patterns and thus the implications of longer leave
packages for women’s equality with men. It is not, however, just a matter of women’s
equality. Too little attention is paid to “fathering” and the factors that influence the extent
and manner of fathers’ involvement. Some recent literature has begun to delve into
experiences,” but much more research — again, set within an explicitly comparative
framework — needs to be done.
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