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1. Introduction 
Parenting leave policies are care-related measures that provide parents with the right to make time to care 
for their children. Typically, parenting leave is an entitlement to take time-off from paid employment or, for 
parents outside the labour market, from active job-seeking, combining  some level of income replacement 
with employment protection. Unlike other family benefits, parenting leaves are intrinsically linked to 
caregiving, granting parents the right, and in some cases, the obligation to take time for care.1 Maternity, 
paternity, and parental leave - inclusively referred to as “parenting leave” - is embedded within a broader set 
of measures aimed at reconciling or balancing work and family obligations.2 Depending on their design, leave 
rights and provisions can mitigate the potential negative impacts of parenthood on employment3 while 
encouraging child caregiving and strengthening bonds between parents and children.4 When parenting leave 
reforms target fathers, such policies can promote gender equality in the distribution of care responsibilities.5  

The success of a parenting leave scheme depends on the extent to which it is used by parents. Measuring 
and evaluating leave use (among parents) and take-up (among eligible parents) are prerequisites for 
understanding how parents respond to policies and which groups of parents benefit most, or at all, from 
parenting leave arrangements. With the 2019 EU Directive on Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers, the 
European Commission prioritized investment in parenting leave provisions across its member states (EU 
2019/1158). In addition to setting a basic standard of rights and benefits, the directive requires member 
states to provide aggregated data on leave take-up by women and men to assess the effectiveness of their 
newly adopted and reformed provisions. Yet, at the time of this writing, comparative data on parenting leave 
use and uptake is lacking.6 

This document presents a repository of questions that can be used in cross-national comparative surveys to 
collect data on parenting leave. With our collated and proposed questions, we aim to assist researchers and 
data collection agencies build better parenting leave data to understand when and how parents use such 
provisions. In the following sections, we present questions related to measuring (1) formal and perceived 
eligibility for leave provisions, (2) leave use and non-use, (3) reasons for non-use, and (4) views about 
parenting leave. While questions in the first three sections primarily measure behaviour, we include 
questions about parents’ views, because they can inform behaviour. Each of these four main sections 
includes our research- and theory-based motivations for the phrasing, inclusion and design of the questions 
as well as their shortcomings. 

For the reader’s convenience, we list the full set of questions from the main text in an appendix. As a 
repository, questions are designed to fit within a core questionnaire that asks basic demographic questions. 
We therefore do not present a full survey but a list of question options with recommended filters. Most of 
our proposed questions can be incorporated independent of each other such that researchers can select the 
questions that best suit their interests. Additionally, this repository is written in a way to ease re-ordering 
and adaptation of questions for different research purposes. For example, it may make more sense to ask 
respondents about their views on parenting leave before asking about their behaviours. Overall survey design 
and target populations are also left to the survey administrators. Note that some of the phenomena 
measured may present methodological challenges, such as small or rare population groups (see 
Methodological notes section).  

Drawing from our collective expertise as comparativists and specialists in a range of countries,7 this repository 
offers questions designed for application across diverse country contexts. Different leave policy designs may 
have different outcomes in different countries.8 For example, uneven policy responsiveness may be due to 
restrictive eligibility requirements or other factors that are insufficiently measured to date. Cross-national 
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comparative studies are therefore essential for uncovering potential barriers to leave use so that we can 
design more effective policies. However, collecting cross-nationally consistent information from parents is a 
challenge. Parents have access to different types and combinations of leave, and governments use different 
terminologies to describe what is essentially the same type of provision. Also, some countries do not 
systematically monitor or report data on leave take-up, limiting the availability and comparability of data on 
the actual use of leave policies.9 Our unique contribution is our comparative perspective, providing a 
repository of survey questions to monitor leave use and take-up with an aim toward supporting cross-
national data harmonisation in Europe.10 

Developing surveys on parenting leave use and related issues presents at least two challenges, particularly 
for cross-sectional surveys that are implemented at one time-point. First, retrospective questions are 
unavoidable. Existing large-scale surveys ask respondents whether they are currently on leave from work or 
include “on leave” as one of the response options for questions about the respondent’s current employment 
situation.11 These questions yield information that is internally consistent with employment status 
definitions, but conceptual clarity comes at a cost; namely, the approach produces a narrow estimate of leave 
use.12 Additionally, the rarity of parental leave among men leads to small sample sizes, large standard errors 
and insufficient data to conduct meaningful analysis about the motivations and barriers to parenting leave 
use. To address these problems, we recommend retrospective questions which provide information about 
leave use outside the observation period (i.e., the time of the survey). This approach yields larger sample 
sizes and allows greater disaggregation. However, retrospective questions run the risk of recall bias and 
potential consequences for the intended analysis should be considered.13  

Second, measuring leave take-up rates requires knowledge about the leave-eligible population, and assessing 
eligibility requires a wide range of information. A prerequisite for taking time-off from work to care for 
children is paid employment. If employed, many policies additionally require a base level of employment or 
social insurance contributions for a set amount of time in order to qualify for job-protected leave rights or 
benefits. Yet some countries also provide citizenship-based entitlements to parents marginally connected to 
the labour market or to those outside of the labour market. Thus, assessing eligibility requires information 
on parents’ labour market status as well as the specific eligibility criteria, depending on the institutional 
design of the policy.14 For survey questions to work, they need to identify which requirements were met 
when the respondent’s child was born. To address this challenge, we propose questions related to typical 
eligibility criteria, and our proposed question about reasons for non-use includes unemployment, other 
forms of ineligibility and lack of affordability as response options. 

The proposed questions focus on measuring parents’ responsiveness to leave policies and can be applied to 
assess who uses different types of parenting leave. We therefore leave other questions that measure, for 
example, broader gender norms, time spent with children or general career breaks, to other researchers. 
Additionally, questions refer to “mothers” and “fathers” given the well-documented gendered use of 
parenting leave provisions.15 Yet phrasing can be easily adapted to broader research aims by exchanging 
“mother” for “birthparent” and “father” for “partner” or “non-birthparent”. By using vignettes to measure 
views about gendered responsibilities for leave use, our proposed questions remain relevant to all survey 
participants regardless of their gender or sexuality. 

This repository is the result of collaboration supported by EU COST-Action, which has the stated objective to 
offer “an inclusive, pan-European environment” to investigate a research problem. In our case, the 
Sustainability@Leave EU COST-Action aims to advance paid parenting leave research to promote socially 
sustainable societies. Previously, our working group identified gaps in paid parenting leave data and 
discussed the challenges in filling these gaps with representatives from the European Commission and data-
collecting institutions, such as Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey), the International Labour Organization, the 

https://sustainable-leave-policies.eu/
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/8g25k_v1
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/tqwfb_v2
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OECD, the Generations and Gender Survey and national statistics agencies, among others. The repository of 
questions presented here builds on our previous work by contributing to ongoing efforts to build better 
parenting leave data. Our hope is that these questions can be piloted and incorporated into new and existing 
surveys for the comparative study of parenting leave. 

2. Definitions 

The following terms are used in the proposed questions. While parenting leave may be defined more 
broadly, extending to all parents regardless of their position in the labour market, the definitions 
provided here pertain to their application in surveys interested in employment-based entitlements. Our 
focus is therefore aligned with the EU Directive (EU 2019/1158), which mandates leave rights and 
provisions that are employment-based. The definitions below should guide survey administrators to 
assure consistency across responses. 

For the purposes of this repository, “leave” refers to job-protected time-off from paid employment to 
care for a newborn or young child, newly adopted or newly placed foster child. The respondent would 
therefore need to have been employed prior to the leave. Thus, employment breaks that do not involve 
formal leave-taking are not considered leave. Depending on national provisions, respondents may be 
able to access some parental leave, though not on a continual basis, until a child turns 12. 

“Maternity” and “paternity/partner” leaves are linked to childbirth and can be used to care for newborn 
children and physically recover from childbirth or support the mother/birthparent and family during the 
recovery period. 

“Parental leave” is an entitlement allowing parents to care for their child at a later stage, typically after 
the maternity/paternity leave period. 
The terms used in the proposed questions – i.e., maternity/paternity(partner) and parental leave – could 
be complemented (or replaced) by country-specific explanations or terms relating to pertinent current 
and past legal provisions. Administrative terms should approximate conceptual distinctions to maintain 
comparability across countries and over time. 
In line with the EU explanatory notes (IESS-FR, 2022), “own child” should refer to biological, adopted, 
foster and/or stepchildren and includes children born through assisted reproductive technology. While 
foster children are not legal relatives, care responsibilities for them are grounds for leave-taking. If other 
people, such as grandparents, siblings, aunts/uncles, have legal guardianship over a child, that child 
should be considered the respondent’s “own child.” To account for children of separated parents, the 
child does not need to be a current member of the household. 
“Born” refers also to the time that an adopted or foster child was placed with the family. 
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3. Leave Eligibility 
To use parenting leave entitlements, parents must first be eligible for them. Thus, eligibility is a central 
dimension of parenting leave policies, but it remains under-measured. In comparative research, eligibility 
presents a particular challenge: rules vary widely across countries, and survey respondents may struggle to 
correctly assess their own eligibility. Existing surveys often assume eligibility implicitly by restricting questions 
on leave take-up to employed respondents or recent parents. As a result, they conflate non-use with 
ineligibility and provide limited insight into exclusion mechanisms.  

While statutory leave rights are typically defined in legislation, formal (or legal) eligibility does not guarantee 
effective access.16 Access depends not only on eligibility criteria (e.g. residency, employment status, 
contribution records, tenure) but also on parents’ awareness, understanding and successful navigation of 
administrative procedures. To better understand inequalities in access to parenting leave, by gender, 
contract type, migration status or income, surveys must distinguish between formal eligibility, perceived 
eligibility and leave take-up. 

We acknowledge that formal eligibility cannot be directly measured through survey questions alone, as it 
primarily depends on country-specific legislation and parents’ employment status, contribution history and 
residence history. Thus, establishing formal eligibility requires combining administrative records and/or 
survey responses with detailed policy rules (often spanning several systems).17 Yet carefully designed surveys 
can substantially improve comparative evidence by capturing parents’ perceptions of their entitlement, their 
experiences of applying for leave and the outcomes of their applications.    

Existing large-scale surveys provide only partial information on parenting leave use and do not collect 
sufficient information to identify the leave-eligible population. The instruments also tend to focus on 
outcomes (use or non-use) rather than the processes and perceptions that shape access to leave, providing 
limited information on barriers to take-up.18 For example, the EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions 
(EU-SILC) collects information on social benefits received, which can be used to infer eligibility ex post. 
Information is similarly missing from the European Labour Force Survey ad-hoc modules and the European 
Social Survey. Each ask about parenting leave but assume rather than observe eligibility, limiting knowledge 
of exclusion or awareness gaps.19  

Against this background, this section proposes survey questions designed to disentangle: 

1. Perceived eligibility and application behaviour (what respondents believed they were legally entitled 
to), 

2. Refusals (administrative outcomes, i.e. whether respondents were recognised as eligible in practice), 

3. Leave payment (whether and the extent to which leave was paid) and 
4. Eligibility-relevant characteristics (information to approximate formal eligibility ex post by applying 

country-specific rules). 
We propose a modular approach to eligibility, combining perception-based questions with experience-based 
follow-ups. Surveys that use our recommended eligibility questions should move from Questions 1.1 to 
questions proposed in the subsequent section on leave use, which can be implemented without the eligibility 
questions if survey time and budgets are limited. The first set of questions address three analytically distinct 
stages: perceived eligibility (Qs 1.1a-b), application behaviour (Qs 1.1c-d) and actual leave use (Qs 2.1 & 2.2). 
The subsequent questions address different dimensions of eligibility. Questions 1.2 on refused applications 
allows identification of whether unsuccessful applications resulted from administrative decisions and the 
reasons given for refusal. Then, because the extent to which leave is paid mitigates access to leave even when 
parents are eligible, Questions 1.3 address whether the parenting leave taken was paid entirely, paid 
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partially, or entirely unpaid. Finally, Questions 1.4 address the most common eligibility requirements that 
restrict access to parenting leave rights, namely: employment, employment level and tenure, citizenship and 
residency status. Such questions can be used to assess eligibility, though doing so requires careful coding 
based on country-specific eligibility rules. 

The full question sequence therefore traces a pathway from belief to behaviour to outcome, which is 
essential for disaggregating the many possible reasons why formal entitlements fail to translate into effective 
leave use. Non-awareness, voluntary non-application and unsuccessful application are analytically different 
pathways. With this information, researchers can locate precisely where in the process take-up drops off.  

The phrasing of our proposed questions is deliberately simplified so that they can be applied consistently 
across different national contexts, where leave systems, terminology and eligibility conditions vary 
considerably. The questions focus on the three main parenting leave types (maternity, paternity, parental), 
which are present in some form across most national systems and thus support comparability. The phrasing 
also avoids requiring respondents to know or correctly interpret complex legal rules, reducing measurement 
error arising from legal literacy differences. 

Finally, to limit recall bias, survey administrators should consider restricting the sample to respondents who 
have had a child within a defined recent period (e.g. previous five years). See section on methodological 
notes. 

QUESTIONS 1.1: Perceived eligibility and application behaviour 

Q1.1a 
At the time your youngest child was born, did you believe you had the legal right to any form of 
maternity/paternity/partner or parental leave? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 
(3) Unsure/don’t know 

Q1.1b 
Filter label: If Q1.1a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave did you believe you had the legal right to? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify: __________ 

Q1.1c 
Did you apply for any form of leave? 

(1) Yes. 
(2) No, I did not apply. 
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Q1.1d 
Filter label: If Q1.1a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave did you apply for? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify: __________ 

Justifications 

Questions 1.1a-d capture perceived eligibility and application behaviour, that is, whether respondents 
believed they were entitled to leave at the time of their child's birth or adoption, which type(s) of leave they 
believed they could access and whether they applied. The resulting measures are analytically distinct from 
formal eligibility: a respondent may be legally entitled to leave but unaware of it or may believe they are 
entitled when in fact they are not. Both scenarios are substantively important, since perceived eligibility, 
rather than formal eligibility, is what shapes actual behaviour. A parent who does not believe they are 
entitled to leave will not apply for it, regardless of their status. 

Lack of awareness about available parenting leave provisions may present a barrier to leave take-up. 
Research suggests that this lack of awareness may be particularly prevalent among fathers,20 migrants and 
those in non-standard employment (e.g. temporary contracts, self-employment, platform work).21 
Awareness gaps are rarely captured by administrative data, which, by definition, only records those who 
applied. Survey data is therefore essential for identifying the "hidden" population of eligible non-applicants 
— a group that is structurally invisible to administrative sources but potentially large in size. 

The proposed questions prompt respondents to distinguish between different types of leave, allowing 
analysis of awareness gaps by leave type (e.g. awareness of paternity leave versus parental leave). The 
"other" response option allows flexibility for respondents to adapt their answers to their understandings of 
national contexts, capturing country-specific schemes without requiring separate national instruments. 
These questions can then be linked with the set of questions addressing refusals (see Q1.2c-d) to distinguish 
awareness gaps from administrative exclusion.  

With aims to assess parents’ responsiveness to leave policies, we recommend using a reference child (i.e., 
the respondent’s youngest child). Collecting this data together with data on the child’s age (in the core 
questionnaire) enables linking eligibility information with the parenting leave provisions available at the 
child’s birth, which is required for policy analysis. Surveys can specify leave take-up in relation to a named 
reference child (rather than "youngest child"), which increases measurement accuracy but adds complexity 
where a birth panel or roster is not otherwise collected. Teams with the capacity to collect data for each child 
are encouraged to adapt the wording accordingly. Asking about each child would, however, increase the 
response burden for larger families. See section below on “additional required data.”  

Additional considerations 

Because these questions measure a respondent’s perceptions, they are more vulnerable to recall bias than 
questions that address behaviour.22 Compared to behaviour, parents are more likely to misremember what 
they believed, especially where their understanding of their entitlement changed after the fact (e.g. following 
the outcome of an application). Given this greater potential for bias, survey administrators may want to 
restrict the questions to a sample of recent parents. 

These questions also cannot assess whether respondents were correct in their beliefs. Gaps between 
perceived and actual eligibility can only be assessed indirectly, by comparing reported beliefs against country-
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specific legal eligibility rules coded separately by researchers. To address this gap, our next set of questions 
addresses refusals and eligibility-relevant respondent characteristics. 

QUESTIONS 1.2: Refusals 

Q1.2a 
Filter label: If Q1.1c = 1 
Were any of your applications refused? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 
(.) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

Q1.2b 
Filter label: If Q1.2a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave application was refused? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify:__________ 

Q1.2c 
Filter label: If Q1.2a = 1 
What was the main reason given for the refusal? 

(1) I was not eligible due to employment status (e.g. self-employed, type of contract, unemployed). 
(2) I did not work long enough before the leave started. 
(3) I did not earn enough before the leave started. 
(4) My employer did not approve the leave. [include only if applicable/if this legal condition exists in 

your country] 
(5) I did not meet administrative or procedural requirements (e.g. late application, missing documents). 
(6) My residence or work permit did not provide access to leave. 
(7) I had not lived in the country long enough. 
(8) The reason was unclear or not explained. 
(9) Other reason, please specify:__________  
(10) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

Justifications 

Questions 1.2a–c complement the previous questions by capturing refusal of leave applications resulting 
from administrative barriers. As such, they identify whether a leave application was refused, which type of 
leave was affected and the reason given for refusal. Refusal is conceptually distinct from non-awareness 
(Q1.1a-b) and voluntary non-application (only partially captured in Q1.1c but see Qs 3.1 on reasons for non-
use). 

By distinguishing refused applications by leave type (Q1.2b), we can learn which schemes are most 
exclusionary in practice and whether exclusion is concentrated in leave types (e.g. paternity leave, where 
eligibility conditions are sometimes stricter than for maternity leave). A refused application demonstrates 
the respondent actively sought to exercise a right they believed they held but was prevented from taking 
leave due to administrative or eligibility barriers. This population is of particular relevance to policy design, 
since it represents cases where formal legal entitlement, believed entitlement and effective access diverge. 
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The response options in Q1.2c capture a range of refusal grounds, covering both contributory and non-
contributory eligibility conditions found across different national systems. Response options 5 and 8 capture 
administrative burdens rather than eligibility conditions, addressing learning and compliance costs that stand 
between a formal entitlement and its use.23 This breadth is intentional, since restricting the list to a narrower 
set of "typical" conditions would risk systematically under-reporting refusal grounds in countries with less 
familiar eligibility architectures. Responses would be relevant for policy evaluation, particularly in identifying 
which groups face systematic administrative exclusion (e.g. migrants, workers on short-term contracts, low-
earners). The "reason was unclear or not explained" and "I don't know" options acknowledge that refusal 
grounds are not always communicated to applicants, pointing to gaps in procedural transparency that could 
be targeted independently of eligibility rules themselves. 

Administrative and eligibility barriers are largely missing from existing survey instruments, which typically ask 
only whether leave was taken and for how long, without probing unsuccessful attempts. Yet refusal patterns 
are critical for understanding why formal entitlement does not always translate into effective access and for 
identifying which groups face systematic exclusion from leave systems that are nominally open to them.  

Additional considerations 

Some respondents may not accurately recall the reason given for refusal, particularly when the event 
occurred some years prior, or where the reason was communicated informally (e.g. verbally by an employer 
rather than in writing). Additionally, administrative categories and eligibility conditions vary considerably 
across countries, which may affect how respondents interpret and select among the response options. For 
instance, contribution thresholds and tenure requirements are treated as a single condition in some systems 
and as two separate conditions in others. 

Respondents refused on procedural or administrative grounds (e.g. late application, missing documents) may 
have subsequently reapplied successfully. The proposed questions do not capture reapplication, potentially 
overstating the extent of permanent exclusion among this group. A follow-up question on reapplication could 
be considered where survey length permits. 

For migrants in particular, refusal may reflect conditions not fully captured by the current options, for 
example, lack of registration with healthcare or social security systems, or conditions tied to permit type 
rather than employment status alone. The "other reason" option should explicitly invite elaboration to help 
researchers identify these cases. 

As the refusal of leave applications is likely to be a relatively rare phenomenon affecting a relatively small 
population, it may be difficult to measure through a survey. Survey administrators should take this into 
account and adapt their survey strategy and sample selection accordingly. 

[Insert QUESTIONS 2.1 & 2.2 as presented in the next section on leave use] 

As a repository, this document is designed for survey administrators to choose the questions that best suit 
their survey aims and budget. Budgets – and thus survey time and space – may be limited; in which case, 
questions about leave use should be prioritized. These questions are presented in the next section. If 
eligibility questions are implemented, questions about leave use (Qs 2.1 & 2.2) should be placed here. 



 

 9 

QUESTIONS 1.3: Leave payment 

Q1.3a 
Filter label: If Q2.1b = 1 or 3 
Was the maternity/paternity/partner leave paid? 

(1) Yes, part of the leave was paid. 
(2) Yes, the entire leave was paid. 
(3) No, the entire leave was unpaid. 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Q1.3b 
Filter label: If Q2.1b = 2 or 3 
Was the parental leave paid? 

(1) Yes, part of the parental leave was paid. 
(2) Yes, the entire parental leave was paid. 
(3) No, the entire parental leave was unpaid. 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Justifications 

Questions 1.3 records whether the leave taken was paid – fully or partially – or unpaid. Formal availability of 
a leave scheme does not guarantee its practical usability. Leave that is unpaid or poorly compensated is well-
documented in research as a significant deterrent to take-up among fathers.24 Within couples, leave use 
often falls disproportionately on whichever parent earns less, commonly the mother, reinforcing gendered 
patterns of leave use even where parental leave itself is formally available to both parents.25  

Q1.3, as phrased, can potentially capture benefit payments from other sources, namely employers or 
collective bargaining agreements, which can include benefit top-ups. The question does not ask the 
respondent to identify the source(s) of their paid benefits, and responses may therefore include benefits that 
are hard to measure with knowledge of state provisions only. Overall, the question poses little burden on the 
respondent, since this is a direct, low-inference question about lived experience rather than legal 
understanding. 

The sequence of questions now follows a respondent's journey from belief (Qs 1.1a-b), through application 
(Q1.1b-c), addressing potential refusal (Qs 1.2), to eventual use (Qs 2.1 & 2.2 in the next section) and its 
payment (Qs 1.3). This allows researchers to construct a small number of mutually exclusive respondent 
categories, for example, "aware and used," "aware, applied, refused," "aware but did not apply," and 
"unaware", which can then be compared across countries and demographic groups as a single, comparable 
outcome typology. 

Additional considerations 

Q1.3 does not capture the level or duration of payment (e.g. percentage of prior earnings replaced, number 
of weeks paid at full versus reduced rate), which limits its usefulness for detailed policy analysis. Survey 
administrators wishing to capture this would need additional, country-specific items. In countries where 
parenting leave is, by design, always either fully paid or fully unpaid with no partial-payment option, Q1.3 
could be simplified to a binary item. However, retaining the three-category version preserves comparability 
with countries where partial payment is common. 
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QUESTIONS 1.4: Eligibility-relevant characteristics 

Q1.4a 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, which of the following best described your employment situation? 

 
(1) Employed full-time 
(2) Employed part-time 
(3) Self-employed 
(4) Unemployed and seeking work 
(5) In education or training 
(6) On leave from work (e.g. sick leave, previous parental leave) 
(7) Not in paid work (e.g. caring, homemaking) 
(9) Other, please specify: __________ 

Q1.4b 
Filter label: If Q1.4a = 1, 2 or 3 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, for how long had you been continuously in paid work before the 
birth? 

(1) Less than 3 months 
(2) More than 3 months up to 6 months 
(3) More than 6 months up to 12 months 
(4) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(5) More than 2 years 
(6) I was not in paid work before the birth. 
(.) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

Q1.4c 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, what was your legal residency status in [country]? 

(1) Citizen of [country] 
(2) EU/EEA citizen living/working in this country  
(3) Non-EU/EEA citizen with permanent residence 
(4) Non-EU/EEA citizen with temporary residence/work permit 
(5) Other  

Q1.4d 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, for how long had you been living continuously in [country]? 
______ year(s) 

Justifications 

Questions 1.4 capture common eligibility-relevant characteristics using an indirect approach, collecting the 
information needed to approximate eligibility through country-specific policy coding. The questions 
therefore avoid asking respondents to interpret legal criteria, reducing the burden on respondents and 
facilitating harmonised comparative coding. Together, the questions also address both employment-based 
and citizenship-based eligibility conditions. Researchers using these questions, however, would need to 
match responses with detailed policy coding to assess respondent eligibility.26 

Note that for Q1.4a, we choose not to define part-time employment. This decision is consistent with the EU 
Labour Force Survey, which allows respondents to assess their own employment levels.27 For a definition, 
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the EU LFS instead follows resolutions from the International Labour Organization, which defines a part-time 
worker as “an employed person whose normal hours of work are less than those of comparable full-time 
workers.”28 

A role for administrative data 

Survey-based measures of eligibility are necessarily imperfect. Formal eligibility typically depends on detailed 
contribution histories, contract classifications or employer-reported information that many respondents are 
unlikely to know with precision. Survey responses are self-reported and may be subject to social desirability 
bias, particularly where refusal is perceived as reflecting poorly on the respondent's employment situation.   

Where feasible, linking survey data to administrative records offers the most robust approach to establishing 
formal eligibility, and researchers should pursue such linkages wherever possible. Linkage is nonetheless 
conditional on respondent consent, which is itself selective,29 possibly of the very groups whose exclusion 
this section sets out to capture. Linking survey and administrative data would also enable cross-validation of 
self-reported refusals and an assessment of the extent of under- or over-reporting.  

Even with possibilities to use administrative data, there remains a need for surveys. Perceived eligibility and 
administrative outcomes are important measures of leave access in their own right and not merely proxies 
for legal entitlement. A parent who is formally eligible but unaware of their rights, or who is deterred by 
administrative complexity or prior refusal, is effectively excluded from leave, regardless of what the law 
provides. The questions proposed here are designed to make these dimensions visible. Capturing them is 
essential for a fuller understanding of inequalities in access to parenting leave across gender, employment 
status, migration background and income level. 

4. Leave Use and Non-use 
The evaluation of parenting leave policies requires indicators measuring usage rates. The usage rate can be 
calculated in two ways that are distinguished by the denominator of the formula. First, usage rates can be 
measured per birth by linking the number of parenting leaves taken to the number of children born within a 
specified timeframe. For example, the OECD reports a childbirth-related usage rate defined as the number 
of parental leave beneficiaries per 100 live births and further disaggregates these usage rates by gender.30 
Second, leave usage rates can be calculated based on the number of mothers (birth-parents) and/or 
fathers/partners (non-birth-parents) who used parenting leave within a defined period (e.g. one year).31 

Usage rates are helpful for comparisons across countries and over time and for capturing the extent to which 
parenting leave provisions benefit the general parent population. While usage rates primarily measure 
take-up, they also indirectly reflect key features of policy design, such as the level of income replacement, 
eligibility conditions and the degree of flexibility, which shape parents’ incentives and ability to take leave. 
However, usage rates alone do not allow for in-depth analysis of parents’ responsiveness to different leave 
policy designs. For example, they cannot tell us how individual parents’ leave use varies by their education, 
occupation or their partner’s employment or working hours. Thus, to move beyond leave-usage rates, we 
need additional information about parents. Surveys can provide such information.  

We recommend the below set of retrospective questions adapted from questions in the EU Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) ad-hoc module32 and improved. The EU LFS repeated modules on the reconciliation between 
work and family life are designed to capture individuals’ self-reported experiences using reconciliation 
instruments, including parenting leave. In the 2010 module, the questions refer to the youngest child, but 
the 2005 survey asks respondents about leave use in the previous 12 months, which results in a loss of 
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information about leave used for children who are older than one year at the time of the survey. The 2018 
and 2025 modules ask about cumulative breaks and leave without reference to a specific child: “Since the 
beginning of your career, have you taken parental or maternity/paternity leave, considering all your own 
children?” Questions lacking a reference child produce a long reference period (i.e., the respondent’s lifetime 
leave use), which prohibits linking leave use with the leave provisions available at the birth of a child. This 
linkage then becomes impossible when there are multiple children. Additionally, the approach is imprecise, 
because it risks reporting under-usage in the case of multiple children. Potential under-reporting is also an 
issue with the LFS module’s follow-up question on leave duration (i.e., the number of months the parent was 
on-leave). With the following questions, we offer some improvements. 

QUESTIONS 2.1: Use of parenting leave 

Q2.1a 
Considering your own, youngest child, which statement describes your situation best?  

(1) I am currently on maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(2) Planning to take maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(3) I took maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(4) None of the above 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Q2.1b 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 3 
Considering your own, youngest child, did you take parental leave and/or maternity/paternity/partner 
leave? 

(1) Only used maternity/paternity/partner leave (taken directly before/after the birth)  
(2) Only used parental leave 
(3) Used a combination of both 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Justifications 

We recommend using a reference child (i.e., the respondent’s youngest child) to examine parents’ policy 
responsiveness. By linking leave use to a specific child, birth timing is the reference point, rather than a 
defined time period (e.g., calendar year), which is used reports of the number of beneficiaries in a year, for 
example. A survey implementing our proposed questions would also need to ask the birth month-year of the 
respondent’s youngest child (or each child should the question be expanded). See section below on 
“additional required data.” If time and budgets permit, survey administrators could also extend this question 
to pertain to each child in turn, though doing so increases response burden. 

These questions make no distinction between paid and unpaid leaves, and the phrasing of the question 
intentionally does not specify the source of leave provisions (i.e., employer, collective bargaining 
agreements, the state or a combination). Because the extent of payment can limit access to leave provisions, 
we recommend additional questions, which are proposed and discussed in the prior section on leave 
eligibility, Qs 1.3. 
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QUESTIONS 2.2: Length of parenting leave planned or used 

Q2.2a 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 2 (currently on leave or planning to take leave) 
Considering your own, youngest child, how long do you plan to take maternity/paternity(partner) and 
parental leave in total? 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 3 (took leave in the past) 
Considering your own, youngest child, what was the total length of the maternity/paternity(partner) and 
parental leave taken? 

(1) Up to 10 days 
(2) More than 10 days up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years  
(.) Not stated 
(9) Not applicable 

Q2.2b 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 2 (currently on leave or planning to take leave) & Q2.2a != “.” or 9 
How much of this leave do you plan to take alone with the child, for example, while the child’s other parent 
is working or going to school? 

(1) All of it 
(2) More than half of it 
(3) Half of it 
(4) Less than half of it 
(5) None of it 
(9) Don’t know 
(.) Not stated 

Filter label: If Q2.1a = 3 (took leave in the past) & Q2.2a != “.” or 9 
How much of this leave did you take alone with the child, for example, while the child’s other parent was 
working or going to school? 

(1) All of it 
(2) More than half of it 
(3) Half of it 
(4) Less than half of it 
(5) None of it 
(9) Don’t know 
(.) Not stated 

Justifications 

We recommend response categories to measure leave duration. From a statistical perspective, a continuous 
measure on leave duration would be desirable, because it lends higher precision. In practice, however, 
responses about duration tend to be rounded33 and may be less accurate than categories of the type we 
propose.34 Categories may therefore serve as a recall aid. The first response category, “up to 10 days,” reflects 
the length of paternity leave mandated by the EU Directive on Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers 
(2019/1158). The two-month threshold is also informed by the EU Directive, which requires member states 
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to provide two months of non-transferable parental leave for each parent. Six months is the recommended 
duration by the World Health Organization for exclusive breastfeeding35 and is recognized as a key point at 
which the health benefits of parenting leave diminish and negative labour market consequences become 
more likely.36 The one-year threshold is important for measuring longer relative leave use among mothers, 
and the two-year threshold adds a discriminative threshold in countries where long leaves are common. 

As with the questions about leave use (Qs 2.1), we propose limiting questions about leave duration only to 
the youngest child. This restriction reduces complexity and response burden, which improves accuracy. The 
phrasing also allows linking the extent of leave use to a given policy. A disadvantage, at least for analyses of 
labour market outcomes, is that this approach cannot measure the overall length of career breaks or 
absences from the labour market.37  

Researchers may choose to specify the reference child name through appropriate routing and replace the 
term “parental leave” with the national legal term to improve validity. 

Adapting questions for different research aims 
With our interest in policy responsiveness, the main questions included in this repository have a narrow 
focus on respondents and parenting leave, but they can be adapted for other or additional purposes. For 
example, researchers may want to know the respondent’s partner’s behaviour with regard to leave-
taking. In this case, the proposed questions could be easily revised and added. For a life-course 
perspective, the proposed questions could be adapted to measure cumulative leave use in a way similar 
to the EU LFS modules on the reconciliation of work and family life. For example, the question could read 
as follows: 

Including any time spent on parental and maternity/ paternity/partner leave, around how long in total 
have you taken leave to care for your child(ren)? 

(1) Up to 1 month 
(2) More than 1 month up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1 year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years  
(.) Not stated 
(9) Not applicable 

If the researchers are interested in career breaks and how they, for example, affect employment 
outcomes, the length of time the respondent stopped working may be of more interest than whether the 
break was officially or technically job-protected parenting leave. In this case, questions can ask whether 
the respondent has ever taken a “career break” to care for children (or family, depending on the research 
aims) and about the length of time the respondent “stopped working.” 

Limitations 

There are at least three limitations to our proposed survey questions. First, our questions may not fully 
overcome problems with misclassification of different types of leave provisions from a survey respondent’s 
perspective. Cross-country comparability is challenged by differences in national policy designs and the 
terminology used to identify the same or similar rights and provisions. Such differences can lead to variation 
in how respondents interpret the concept of parenting leave in surveys and in relation to national schemes. 
We return to this issue in the section on “methodological notes”. 
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Second, our questions do not address flexibility in leave use or ask when parental leave was taken. Rather, 
analysis of responses would link leave use with the provisions available when the youngest child was born. 
However, parents have access to leave provisions for many years after childbirth. The EU Directive on Work-
Life Balance for Parents and Carers (2019/1158) mandates all EU Member States to guarantee workers an 
individual right to four months of parental leave that can be used before a child reaches a specified age, up 
to eight years-old (Article 5.1). In some countries, parental leave is available (in restricted duration) until a 
child turns 12. Survey respondents may therefore count parental leave taken long after childbirth, which may 
complicate comparability, depending on the research purpose. 

Finally, part-time schemes may complicate the measurement of leave duration. Survey administrators should 
provide instructions for respondents on how to classify part-time leave. Respondents can be prompted to 
report duration in full-time-equivalent months or report their duration of leave irrespective of the part-time 
or full-time extent. The concept of part-time parental leave is inherently ambiguous, as it may be interpreted 
either as an absence from work or as continued participation. Complexity may further vary with the flexibility 
of the leave design across countries. For example, a leave of one day per week over several years may be 
difficult to sum to a meaningful full-time equivalent. Conversely, reporting only the overall duration of leave 
independent of the extent (i.e. part-time or full-time) may severely bias comparisons. The objective of the 
survey should guide the decision. In some cases, it might be preferable to record the overall duration of all 
parenting leaves taken (for analysing the career impact, for example) and adapt the question accordingly. In 
any case, survey administrators should implement methods such that including a set of precise questions 
would enable the calculation of comparable measures.  

Calculating leave take-up rates 

Indicators measuring leave use, when paired with information about leave eligibility, can be used to calculate 
leave take-up rates, or the proportion of parents who take parenting leave among parents who are legally 
entitled to do so. Take-up rates therefore offer better information about actual policy responsiveness among 
parents. Unlike usage rates, which include all parents regardless of eligibility, take-up rates highlight the fact 
that some parents do not have access to the policy due to eligibility criteria. Differences between the usage 
rate and the take-up rate may therefore reveal the degree to which a policy is more or less inclusive. 

5. Reasons for Leave Non-Use 
Survey data is a valuable source for capturing personal reasons for not taking parenting leave. Such reasons 
may include a lack of information about social rights, perceived or actual ineligibility, employer resistance, 
workplace cultures or individual preferences possibly related to gender roles. Additionally, paid leave 
entitlements often only cover part of a beneficiary’s prior earnings, and some parents are unable to afford a 
reduction in wages during leave and therefore do not take it.38 Some constraints to leave use are already 
covered by questions proposed under the eligibility section of this repository. However, self-reported reasons 
for non-use can also provide insights into the causal pathways in leave use patterns.39  

Understanding the reasons why parents do not take parental leave requires carefully designed survey 
questions that capture diverse circumstances. If well-designed, responses to such questions may 
demonstrate that non-use cannot be attributed to one single factor. Rather, multiple confounding 
mechanisms are likely relevant.40  

Other surveys have explored reasons for non-use.41 Our proposed survey questions share similarities with 
the Euro FlashBarometer 470, which asks, “Which are the main reasons for not taking or not thinking of 
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taking parental leave?” with a link to a reference child.42  In this section, we offer improvements to this 
question, followed by our justifications. A special, break-out section reports an experience in survey 
development and implementation in Iceland to share lessons about measuring leave non-use. We conclude 
with making a case for understanding why parents do not use leave provisions. 

QUESTIONS 3.1: Reasons for non-use 

Q3.1a 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 4 (non-use of any leave) 
What were the main reasons for not taking maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave for your own, 
youngest child? Please select up to three. 

(1) Unaware of my entitlement to parental leave 
(2) Application process too complicated or time-consuming 
(3) Ineligible for leave, e.g. because I was not employed, not employed long enough or other reasons 
(4) Financial reasons, e.g. income loss, low levels of benefits 
(5) Concerns about negative effects on my career 
(6) Concerns about employer reactions or impact on coworkers/workplace 
(7) Was not necessary, e.g., childcare provided by other family members or childcare facilities 
(8) Other reasons, please specify: ______________________ 
(.) I don’t know/prefer not to say. 

Q3.1b 
Filter label: If two or three items ticked in Q3.1a & Q3.1a  ≠ (.) 
Which of these reasons was the most important?  
[List selected items from Q3.1a] 

Q3.1c 
Filter label: If three items ticked in Q3.1a & Q3.1a  ≠ (.) 
Which of these reasons was the second most important?  
[List selected items from Q3.1a] 

Justifications 

We improve the Eurobarometer question and its response categories in a few ways. First, given the advances 
in online surveys and the response burden of long survey questions,43 we propose a more concise list of 
response categories than provided in the Eurobarometer, while still covering a comprehensive range of 
reasons for non-take-up. The response categories correspond to four analytical dimensions: 

(1) Policy design-related reasons: “ineligible for leave” and “financial reasons” 

(2) Workplace-related reasons44: negative career impacts and concern about employer’s or colleague’s 
reactions or the impact of absence on the employer or colleagues 

(3) Information and administrative reasons: “unaware of my entitlement” and “application process too 
complicated or time-consuming” 

(4) Personal reasons: leave was deemed unnecessary; respondents may include additional personal 
reasons with the open-ended prompt to share other reasons 

Our recommended response categories therefore enable a distinction between imposed non-use (e.g. 
perceived ineligibility or lack of affordability) and voluntary non-take-up due to preferences (e.g. deeming 
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the leave unnecessary). We therefore cover reasons related to perceived barriers and choice, while 
recognizing that choice is often constrained.  

Second, a distinctive feature of our proposed question is that it includes perceived ineligibility as a reason for 
non-use. Actual ineligibility would need to be measured elsewhere in the survey (e.g. using the first set of 
survey questions on eligibility) or by linking survey responses to administrative data. Yet perceived ineligibility 
is a valid reason for parenting leave non-use and, like knowledge of parenting leave rights, important for 
understanding how to effectively implement policies. 

Finally, we recommend allowing the respondent to select more than one reason for not taking leave from a 
predefined list and prompting them to rank these reasons. Parents have multiple reasons for not taking 
advantage of social rights or provisions, and some may be simultaneously relevant.45 However, allowing 
respondents to select several reasons from the same battery of responses without ranking them may also 
lead to a loss of information as their relative importance could not be assessed. 

Additional considerations 

We recommend displaying response items as a multiple-choice battery on a single page. When 
questionnaires involve a long list of response options, survey designers have a choice between presenting 
items as we propose or displaying one item per page and asking respondents to identify the relevance of 
each of them (e.g. “yes” or “no” for each reason). In the case of parenting leave, presenting a multiple-choice 
battery is preferable. This approach reduces response burden and leads naturally to follow-up questions 
prompting respondents to rank their choices. A one-item-per-page format may improve focus and reduce 
measurement error but increase item non-response.46 

Explaining why fathers do not claim benefits: 
Lessons from the Icelandic Case 
The Icelandic survey on Parental Employment and Care for Children Under the Age of Three, designed by 
Guðný Björk Eydal, Ingólfur V. Gíslason, and Ásdís Arnalds, provides a useful case study of how such 
questions can be posed and how they can be refined. 

The survey has been carried out four times, and its purpose is to assess parental leave use and examine 
how patterns of leave use are associated with parents’ participation in the labour market and with the 
way they arrange care for their young children. An invitation letter, with an URL to an online survey, is 
sent to the home address of all children born in a certain year, addressed to both parents in two-parent 
households, and the residential parent in single-parent households. Parents can choose which one of 
them answers the survey, or if they answer it together. In the 2023 Icelandic survey, all respondents were 
asked: “Did the father receive any payments from the Parental Leave Fund?” (If the child’s parents were 
two mothers, the question wording was adjusted accordingly). The response categories were (1) Parental 
leave payments (proportion of previous salary, payments made to employees or self-employed); (2) 
Parental grant for parents outside the labor market (fixed amount paid to parents in less than 25% 
employment); (3) Parental grant for students; (4) No, none of the above. Among the 3,557 valid 
responses, 449 parents (12.6%) reported that the father received no payments of any kind, neither the 
income-related parental leave benefit for employed parents, nor the two types of parental grants. These 
respondents were subsequently asked about the reasons for non-receipt. 

The follow-up question presented a closed list of reasons, with the option to mark all that applied and an 
additional open category (“Another reason, what?”). A total of 439 respondents answered this question 
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(97.7% of those who received it), and 40 provided an open-ended explanation that did not fit the 
predefined categories. 
The development of the closed categories in 2023 was informed by earlier qualitative material. Five years 
earlier, respondents who indicated that the father had not used his independent right to parental leave 
were asked an open-ended question about the reasons. In that earlier survey, 246 respondents provided 
answers out of the 260 who received the question (94.6%). These open responses were coded and 
formed the empirical basis for the refined list of closed response options used in the 2023 instrument. 

Although the earlier version of the questionnaire, based on open-ended responses, did not cause 
substantial non-response, the later closed-question format greatly reduced the time and resources 
needed for coding. The 2023 question set therefore offers a useful starting point for measuring non-use 
in future comparative surveys, though it will require adaptation to national contexts, as not all countries 
provide, for instance, student loans. 

Question wording in the 2023 survey: 
Why did the father not receive any payments from the Parental Leave Fund (i.e. neither income-related 
parental leave payments nor a parental grant)? Please mark all that apply. 

▢ Was not entitled to payments due to living abroad  
▢ Receives a disability pension and therefore did not apply  
▢ Did not apply for income-related parental leave payments as full salary is not paid during parental 
leave  
▢ Did not apply for the parental grant (fixed amount) because the amount is too low  
▢ Was studying and continued on student loans  
▢ Was unemployed and continued to receive payments from the Unemployment Benefit Fund  
▢ Did not apply for parental leave as it was difficult to take a break from work  
▢ Did not apply for parental leave because the employer or supervisor was against it  
▢ It was too complicated to apply for payments or a grant from the Parental Leave Fund  
▢ Did not apply due to health reasons  
▢ Not interested in taking parental leave  
▢ Another reason, what?  ____________________________________ 
▢ Don’t know  
▢ Choose not to answer  

Insights from the open-ended responses 
Those who provided open-ended responses to “Another reason, what?” described a wide variety of 
circumstances. Several mentioned employment transitions, gaps between study and work, or self-
employment situations in which they had not paid the required insurance contributions, leaving them 
formally ineligible. Others reported receiving full pay or using accumulated leave from their employer, 
making Parental Leave Fund benefits unnecessary. A number of respondents were simply unaware that 
they could apply. Some fathers were on notice periods or working in highly flexible arrangements that 
allowed them to care for the child without taking formal leave. A few pointed to family circumstances, 
including limited involvement with the child or asylum-seeking status, which shaped their non-use. 
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Understanding barriers to leave-taking 

Identifying reasons for non-take-up allows policymakers to distinguish between voluntary and constrained 
non-use. This distinction is crucial for policy evaluation. If non-take-up is driven primarily by a lack of 
(perceived) affordability or (perceived) workplace barriers, policy adjustments such as higher wage 
replacement rates, non-transferable or mandatory parental leave or stronger employment protections may 
be warranted. If, however, non-take-up reflects a lack of awareness or administrative complexity, 
information campaigns and a simplification of the administrative steps to claim benefits may be more 
effective.47 Finally, if non-use is explained by ineligibility or perceived ineligibility, then eligibility 
requirements should be loosened or governments should invest in educating employers, employees and their 
representatives about available leave entitlements and their eligibility criteria. 
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6. Views about Parental Leave 
Public attitudes toward parenting leave constitute an important analytical lens for understanding broader 
social norms and values related to gender, work and family life. Here we focus on parental leave, because 
the main research and policy gap is in understanding shared parental leave preferences. A substantial body 
of sociological research shows that preferences regarding parental leave are closely linked to gender role 
attitudes, expectations about caregiving and institutional contexts.48 Support for more generous or gender-
equal leave arrangements tends to be associated with more egalitarian views on the division of paid and 
unpaid work, whereas traditional attitudes reinforce more asymmetric caregiving patterns.  

At the same time, attitudes toward parental leave are not only shaped by existing norms but also contribute 
to their reproduction and transformation. Recent cross-national research suggests that family policies 
themselves can function as normative signals, influencing norms about how childcare should be shared 
between mothers and fathers.49 Experimental and policy-based evidence further indicates that exposure to 
parental leave arrangements, particularly those encouraging fathers’ participation, can shift normative 
beliefs toward more gender-equal models of parenting.50 

Against this background, it is important to monitor views about parental leave, as they provide insight into 
how gendered expectations are maintained or transformed. The questions included in this repository are 
organized around two key themes: attitudes toward the sharing of care and the perceived adequacy of 
parental leave arrangements. Many of these questions use a vignette, i.e. a short description of a 
hypothetical person, situation or event that respondents are asked to evaluate, to capture these phenomena. 

QUESTIONS 4.1-4-3: Sharing of Care and Parental Leave 

Introductory vignette: 
Consider a mother and father who work full-time and have similar earnings. They just had a newborn child 
and are considering parental leave.  

Q4.1 
In your opinion, for how long should the mother stop working to care for the child? 

(1) Up to 1 month 
(2) More than 1 month up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1 year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years 
(7) Should not stop working at all 

Q4.2 
In your opinion, for how long should the father stop working to care for the child? 

(1) Up to 1 month 
(2) More than 1 month up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1 year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years 
(7) Should not stop working at all 
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Q4.3 
[Note: Drawn from the International Social Survey Programme] 
Thinking of the same couple. Consider that they have access to one year of parental leave. How should 
parental leave be divided between the mother and father? 

(1) The mother should take the entire leave period, and the father should not take any leave. 
(2) The mother should take most of the leave period, and the father should take some of it. 
(3) The mother and father should each take half of the leave period. 
(4) The father should take most of the leave period, and the mother should take some of it. 
(5) The father should take the entire leave period, and the mother should not take any leave. 

Justifications 

Question 4.3 is drawn from the International Social Survey Programme.51 Compared to the original phrasing, 
our proposed question specifies a leave period of one year to standardise the reference period, instead of a 
period defined by the respondent. The response options, however, remain the same. 

The questions we propose allow for the analysis of gender normative expectations about parental roles and 
the division of childcare within heterosexual couples, particularly the extent to which care is perceived as a 
responsibility of mothers versus fathers. Therefore, the vignette refers to a “mother” and “father” but can 
be adopted to different types of couples, for example, using “birthparent” and “partner” instead or referring 
only to “two parents” or a “couple.” Such decisions depend on the main aims of the survey. By directly 
comparing preferred lengths of work interruption for each parent, the questions capture attitudes toward 
gender roles, the acceptance of fathers’ involvement in early childcare and broader preferences for family 
policy models ranging from traditional male-breadwinner arrangements to more gender egalitarian dual-
earner/dual-carer systems.  

The vignette specifies that both partners are in a similar full-time work situation to control for differences in 
earnings, job flexibility and career importance that might otherwise influence respondents’ answers. By 
holding labour market conditions constant, the design ensures that responses primarily reflect gender norms 
and expectations regarding caregiving roles rather than economic considerations. This phrasing therefore 
increases the internal validity of the measure and allows for a clearer assessment of attitudes toward the 
division of childcare responsibilities between mothers and fathers. 

Reference to “stop working” is used deliberately to denote a temporary withdrawal from paid employment. 
This formulation provides a clear and unambiguous measure of work interruption and avoids the 
interpretative variability associated with broader terms such as “taking time off work,” which could be 
understood as referring to sick leave, holiday or other forms of short-term absence. Thus, phrasing improves 
measurement validity and consistency across responses.  

Using “should” regarding behaviours is designed to capture respondents’ normative attitudes and 
prescriptive beliefs about gender roles in childcare. In contrast, alternatives such as “appropriate for the 
mother” would primarily measure perceptions of social acceptability rather than normative expectations. 
Using “should” therefore ensures that the item directly taps into normative judgments about how childcare 
responsibilities ought to be divided between mothers and fathers. 

The inclusion of the response option, “should not stop working at all”, enables identification of strong 
market-orientation or work devotion, and differences in responses regarding mothers and fathers can be 
used to construct indicators of gender inequality in work and care, revealing the degree to which respondents 
support or challenge existing structural disparities in work–family arrangements. 
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QUESTION 4.4: Adequacy of parental leave 

Now we focus on parental leave.  

Q4.4 
If a parent is earning an average salary, how much of their salary should be covered while on parental 
leave? 

(1) Leave should be unpaid. 
(2) At least 50% of previous salary 
(3) At least 75% of previous salary 
(4) Full salary 
(.)  Don’t know 

Justifications 

Question 4.4 is adapted from the Flash Eurobarometer 470 question: “Thinking about the financial aspects, 
please tell me which proportion of your salary you would take/have taken leave? If it was paid.” The revised 
wording addresses more clearly the income replacement rate for an average income earner as a reference 
point. The response items draw on the Eurobarometer options (50/75%) and add the option for coverage of 
full salary. 

Additional considerations 

To improve response validity in Q4.4, we recommend adding a short informational statement describing the 
general structure of parental leave in the respondent’s country. This addresses potential knowledge 
heterogeneity and ensures that responses reflect evaluative judgments rather than differences in awareness 
of existing policy arrangements. We propose the following options for flat rate and earnings-related benefits: 

a) Flat rate: Currently, parental leave [insert legal term] is paid at the rate of [national currency amount] 
per [week/month depending on standard reference period] for all claimants. 

b) Earnings-related: Currently, parental leave [insert legal term] replaces [amount] percent of income. 
For an average income earner this equals [amount] per [week/month depending on standard 
reference period]. 

The analytical use of this module is enhanced when additional contextual information is available, as it 
improves the precision and interpretability of within-family comparisons of work interruption related to 
childcare. For relevant considerations for the core questionnaire, please see the break-out box in the 
“Methodological notes” section below. 

Views: An important part of parenting leave use and development 

In research on the causes and consequences of parenting leave policy developments, views play a crucial, yet 
underexamined, role. To use parenting leave provisions, a parent must believe they should use them and 
prioritize using them. Such beliefs about leave-taking are shaped in part by views about which parent is 
primarily responsible for child and infant caregiving.52 Views about parenting leave also have policy 
relevance, shaping future policy developments as policymakers respond to the changing needs and interests 
of their constituents.53 Changing policy may then change parents’ views about who is primarily responsible 
for taking leave,54 creating a feedback loop that is difficult to disentangle given the current lack of 
comparative, longitudinal data on views about parenting leave and related questions. 
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7. Methodological notes 
When measuring parenting leave use through surveys, several methodological challenges must be 
considered. A central challenge relates to the small or rare population problem, which is especially 
pronounced when questions on eligibility and usage are embedded in general population surveys.55 Parents 
of young children constitute a relatively small analytical domain, and fathers reporting parental leave use 
represent an even rarer subgroup.56 This leads to high sampling variance, unstable country-level estimates 
and sparse or empty cells when disaggregating by characteristics such as sex, child age or employment status. 
Consequently, direct estimates may be unreliable or uninformative, particularly when based on small 
denominators (e.g., fathers taking leave). 

Related issues concern weighting, calibration and the limits of what survey weights can achieve. In most 
surveys, weights are constructed using a combination of design weights, non-response adjustments and 
calibration to known population margins such as age, sex and region. While these procedures are effective 
in restoring representativeness for key population totals, they are not optimised for narrow analytical 
domains such as fathers of young children who were eligible for and have used parental leave. As a result, 
estimates for these domains may exhibit substantial weight variability, inflating variance and increasing 
sensitivity to a small number of observations. Furthermore, if non-response or coverage errors are correlated 
with parental leave use (for example, if leave-taking parents are systematically harder to reach due to 
working-time arrangements), calibration on standard socio-demographic variables may not fully correct the 
resulting biases. Hence, survey designers should carefully estimate the size of the surveyed population and 
consider using a narrower definition of the target population, for example, focusing on younger respondents 
who are more likely to have had children in the relatively recent past. 

In cross-national surveys, additional challenges arise from terminological ambiguities. Respondents may 
confuse parental leave with maternity or paternity/partner leave, particularly given cross-country variation 
in policy design and institutional frameworks. Differences in how individuals interpret survey concepts in 
relation to national schemes can undermine comparability. To address this, precise wording and 
comprehensive guidance for respondents are necessary to avoid conflating different types of leave. Vignettes 
could also be added to introduce and clarify distinctions. Alternatively, survey administrators could replace 
the terms used in the proposed questions with country-specific legal names for the provisions. For cross-
national comparative surveys, it would then be important to make sure that the different legal names in each 
country measure the same type of provisions across countries to maintain comparability. The aim is to 
achieve conceptual rather than literal equivalence across countries while maintaining comparability of the 
underlying leave categories. 

Sampling considerations and additional required data 
The questions proposed in this repository are designed for implementation into larger surveys. Survey 
administrators will need to consider the purpose of the larger survey and on that basis determine the 
sample. For the questions about parenting leave, survey administrators may want to restrict the age of 
the respondent (e.g., 18-54) or the age of the reference child (e.g., under age 9) to reduce potential 
problems with recall bias. As the age of the youngest child increases, so will problems with recall accuracy. 
However, if the core questionnaire is administered to a large representative population - rather than 
targeted to parents, for example - filtering the parenting leave questions on the age of the respondent 
or the child may produce small samples or potentially exclude countries with longer eligibility periods. 
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Regardless of the survey’s main purpose, some additional questions are required to analyse responses to 
the questions we propose in this repository: 
Respondent’s gender. While it is standard practice for surveys to collect basic information regarding the 
respondent’s gender, it is essential to distinguish between genders to identify trends specific to each 
group. Mothers and fathers typically start from different positions in the labour market and respond 
differently to family policies. They are also often eligible for different types of leave, with different 
durations and benefit levels. 

Birth month and year for youngest child. For responses to the proposed questions to have any use, a 
survey instrument would also need to collect information on the timing of the youngest child’s birth. At 
the very least, a survey would need to collect information on the child’s birth year, but birth month-year 
is advisable. Because parenting leave policies are continually changing in many countries, it is important 
to collect information about the birth month and year such that responses can be linked to the leave 
provisions in place at the time of birth. An alternative would be to ask about the youngest child's age at 
the time of the survey, but this approach leads to an approximate birth month-year calculation. Child age 
is therefore less ideal than asking for the child’s birth month-year. 
Marital status. In some countries, a legally recognized partnership is an eligibility condition for non-birth 
parents with same-sex partners.57 To best analyse retrospective information about leave use and 
eligibility conditions, the respondent’s legal partnership with the reference child’s parent at the time of 
childbirth would be more relevant than the respondent’s partnership status at the time of the survey 
given that partnership can change. 
Partnership context, partnership histories (co-resident vs. non-resident other parent). 
Knowing whether the “other parent” refers to a current co-resident partner or an ex-partner helps 
ensure that comparisons of caregiving-related employment interruption are interpreted correctly, as 
family structure may influence both the opportunity and reporting of shared childcare responsibilities.  

Number of children, their ages and relationship to the respondent (biological, adopted or stepchild) 
and whether they are shared with the current partner. 
Information on the number of children allows for better interpretation of reported durations of work 
interruption, as longer cumulative periods may reflect higher parity rather than longer interruptions per 
child. This improves comparability across respondents with different family sizes.  

The proposed survey questions are designed to work both in cross-sectional (one time-point) and longitudinal 
(repeated time-points) studies. While comparative cross-sectional surveys would already fill a crucial data 
gap, we emphasize the added value of longitudinal designs that would enable assessments of policy changes 
over time. However, we acknowledge that longitudinal studies, especially repeated surveys that recruit the 
same respondents at different points in time, require greater and stable investment than is typically available. 

Finally, we emphasize the document’s focus on statutory parenting leave and do not recommend adding 
other or detailed types of care leaves as response categories. Like other data sources,58 we do not address 
employer-provided leave arrangements. As a result, we may underestimate actual leave use. However, 
distinguishing leave by its sources places burdens on respondents who may not know or remember such 
details about the leave they used. We also do not distinguish between non-transferable and transferable 
parental leave entitlements. While interesting to researchers, such questions would require technical 
knowledge about leave policies and present a burden for respondents and survey administrators. Restricting 
the focus on maternity, paternity(partner) and parental leave provisions prevents confusion of distinct 
complex and interculturally sensitive terms and ensures internal validity. If researchers are interested in 



 

 25 

other types of leave provisions, such as carers’ leave (i.e., time to care for a spouse, parent or older child), 
other questions are more suitable. 

8. Conclusion 
Information on parenting leave use is limited. Implementing the survey questions proposed in this repository 
would solve some problems in our current understanding of leave policy responsiveness among parents. 
Survey data can also advance our understanding beyond socio-economic and contextual drivers of parenting 
leave use. Measuring parents’ perceptions of leave eligibility, views on parenting leave and other reasons for 
non-uptake, would facilitate a better understanding of the multi-faceted barriers to taking time-off to care 
for children. Such barriers could then be addressed through policies and programs that support parents’ 
relationships with their children and center child well-being in the reconciliation of work and family life. 

Administrative data, which measures information on public beneficiaries and their children, are the most 
appropriate data source for measuring actual leave usage and take-up rates.59 An additional lack of data on 
unpaid or employer-provided leave would persist, because such leave does not involve state benefit 
entitlements. However, administrative data is superior for allowing linkages between parents, couples, 
multiple children and benefit usage information. Administrative data also has sufficient information to 
determine eligibility for parenting leave entitlements, such as employment status and histories. With such 
data, we can calculate leave take-up rates in a country. Unfortunately, such administrative data is not 
available across all EU countries, and they are not harmonized for cross-national comparisons. Until such 
data is available, surveys using the retrospective questions we propose can fill our gap in knowledge.  

More broadly, questions about parenting leave use are highly relevant for research on social inequalities. 
Such data reveal which segments of the population benefit from policies designed to support the 
reconciliation of family responsibilities and paid work. Population groups that use reconciliation policies 
systematically and to a significant extent, such as women, highly educated parents and employees in certain 
economic sectors, are more likely to engage in childcare and to develop stronger relationships with their 
children compared to groups who do not or cannot access such policies. When the take-up of parenting leave 
is more evenly distributed across different groups of parents, disparities between family responsibilities and 
paid work, as well as the associated advantages and disadvantages, are also reduced. Consequently, 
understanding inequalities in parenting leave take-up also contributes to identifying and explaining the 
sources of other social inequalities. 

Given the dearth of information about leave use and related issues, we have focused our questions on 
addressing parenting leave. Yet there are more expansive ways to think about how states can make time for 
caregiving. Throughout life, a person will likely need time to care for aging parents or sick partners or spouses, 
a need which is heightened in the current context of aging populations. The EU recognized this need in its 
2019 Directive on Work-Life Balance for Parents and Carers (2019/1158). In addition to parental leave, the 
EU mandated that Member States adopt five days of carers’ leave per year to “provide personal care for a 
relative, or to a person who lives in the same household as the worker, and who is in need of significant care 
or support for a serious medical reason as defined by each Member State.” People may also have self-care 
needs to address, e.g. illnesses or injuries. Beyond direct caregiving for self and others, people have 
responsibilities to the environment and their communities. Such needs have led scholars to call for care leave 
that is inclusive in its conceptualization of care responsibilities, including care for close friends, neighbors, 
communities and the environment.60  
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Our proposed questions additionally focus on employment-based rights to leave provisions. We apply this 
focus to fill an urgent data gap regarding a relatively common social right across Europe and the type of leave 
mandated by the European Commission (EU Directive 2019/1158). However, there are more expansive ways 
to define social rights.61 A few countries extend leave rights to students, giving them breaks from studies. 
Governments may also offer child benefits (regular, flat-rate payments to support parents) or home care 
allowances that pay parents to care for children at home rather than use state-funded childcare.62 Such 
benefits are citizenship-based - rather than employment-based - rights that apply monetary value to care 
work regardless of prior or current employment.63 While such provisions can exacerbate gender 
inequalities,64 they address social inclusion, making state-supported care time more accessible to the under- 
and un-employed. 

This repository was produced by members of the Sustainability@Leave EU COST Action as a follow-up to our 
previous outputs, which identified gaps in paid parenting-leave data and challenges involved in filling these 
gaps. With this document, we aim to encourage and support social policy researchers in collecting much-
needed data on parenting leave use and related issues from a European comparative perspective. To move 
beyond our focus, researchers and policymakers should continue to consider the diversity of family 
caregivers and caregiving needs and the broader valuation of caregiving as an essential part of economies 
and societies. Such endeavors enable policy evaluation and support the development of future policies and 
reforms that reduce social inequalities. 
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Appendix: Repository of questions dealing with parenting leave 

QUESTIONS 1.1: Perceived eligibility and application behaviour 

Q1.1a 
At the time your youngest child was born, did you believe you had the legal right to any form of 
maternity/paternity/partner or parental leave? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 
(3) Unsure/don’t know 

Q1.1b 
Filter label: If Q1.1a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave did you believe you had the legal right to? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify: _________ 

Q1.1c 
Did you apply for any form of leave? 

(1) Yes. 
(2) No, I did not apply. 

Q1.1d 
Filter label: If Q1.1a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave did you apply for? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify: __________ 

QUESTIONS 1.2: Refusals 

Q1.2a 
Filter label: If Q1.1c = 1 
Were any of your applications refused? 

(1) Yes 
(2) No 
(.) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

Q1.2b 
Filter label: If Q1.2a = 1 
Which type(s) of leave application was refused? Please check all that apply. 

(1) Maternity leave 
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(2) Paternity (partner) leave 
(3) Parental leave 
(4) Other, please specify:__________ 

Q1.2c 
Filter label: If Q1.2a = 1 
What was the main reason given for the refusal? 

(1) I was not eligible due to employment status (e.g. self-employed, type of contract, unemployed). 
(2) I did not work long enough before the leave started. 
(3) I did not earn enough before the leave started. 
(4) My employer did not approve the leave. [include only if applicable/if this legal condition exists in 

your country] 
(5) I did not meet administrative or procedural requirements (e.g. late application, missing documents). 
(6) My residence or work permit did not provide access to leave. 
(7) I had not lived in the country long enough. 
(8) The reason was unclear or not explained. 
(9) Other reason, please specify:__________  
(10) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

QUESTIONS 2.1: Use of parenting leave 

Q2.1a 
Considering your own, youngest child, which statement describes your situation best?  

(1) I am currently on maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(2) Planning to take maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(3) I took maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave. 
(4) None of the above 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Q2.1b 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 3 
Considering your own, youngest child, did you take parental leave and/or maternity/paternity/partner 
leave? 

(1) Only used maternity/paternity/partner leave (taken directly before/after the birth)  
(2) Only used parental leave 
(3) Used a combination of both 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

QUESTIONS 2.2: Length of parenting leave planned or used 

Q2.2a 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 2 (currently on leave or planning to take leave) 
Considering your own, youngest child, how long do you plan to take maternity/paternity(partner) and 
parental leave in total? 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 3 (took leave in the past) 
Considering your own, youngest child, what was the total length of the maternity/paternity(partner) and 
parental leave taken? 

(1) Up to 10 days 



 

 32 

(2) More than 10 days up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years  
(.) Not stated 
(9) Not applicable 

Q2.2b 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 1 or 2 (currently on leave or planning to take leave) & Q2.2a != “.” or 9 
How much of this leave do you plan to take alone with the child, for example, while the child’s other parent 
is working or going to school? 

(1) All of it 
(2) More than half of it 
(3) Half of it 
(4) Less than half of it 
(5) None of it 
(9) Don’t know 
(.) Not stated 

Filter label: If Q2.1a = 3 (took leave in the past) & Q2.2a != “.” or 9 
How much of this leave did you take alone with the child, for example, while the child’s other parent was 
working or going to school? 

(1) All of it 
(2) More than half of it 
(3) Half of it 
(4) Less than half of it 
(5) None of it 
(9) Don’t know 
(.) Not stated 

QUESTIONS 1.3: Leave payment 

Q1.3a 
Filter label: If Q2.1b = 1 or 3 
Was the maternity/paternity/partner leave paid? 

(1) Yes, part of the leave was paid. 
(2) Yes, the entire leave was paid. 
(3) No, the entire leave was unpaid. 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 

Q1.3b 
Filter label: If Q2.1b = 2 or 3 
Was the parental leave paid? 

(1) Yes, part of the parental leave was paid. 
(2) Yes, the entire parental leave was paid. 
(3) No, the entire parental leave was unpaid. 
(.) Don’t know/No answer 
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QUESTIONS 1.4: Eligibility-relevant characteristics 

Q1.4a 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, which of the following best described your employment situation? 

 
(1) Employed full-time 
(2) Employed part-time 
(3) Self-employed 
(4) Unemployed and seeking work 
(5) In education or training 
(6) On leave from work (e.g. sick leave, previous parental leave) 
(7) Not in paid work (e.g. caring, homemaking) 
(9) Other, please specify: __________ 

Q1.4b 
Filter label: If Q1.4a = 1, 2 or 3 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, for how long had you been continuously in paid work before the 
birth? 

(1) Less than 3 months 
(2) More than 3 months up to 6 months 
(3) More than 6 months up to 12 months 
(4) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(5) More than 2 years 
(6) I was not in paid work before the birth. 
(.) I don’t know/don’t remember. 

Q1.4c 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, what was your legal residency status in [country]? 

(1) Citizen of [country] 
(2) EU/EEA citizen living/working in this country  
(3) Non-EU/EEA citizen with permanent residence 
(4) Non-EU/EEA citizen with temporary residence/work permit 
(5) Other  

Q1.4d 
At the time of your youngest child’s birth, for how long had you been living continuously in [country]? 
______ year(s) 

QUESTIONS 3.1: Reasons for non-use 

Q3.1a 
Filter label: If Q2.1a = 4 (non-use of any leave) or Q2.1b = 1 (non-use of parental leave) 
What were the main reasons for not taking maternity/paternity(partner)/parental leave for your own, 
youngest child? Please select up to three. 

(1) Unaware of my entitlement to parental leave 
(2) Application process too complicated or time-consuming 
(3) Ineligible for leave, e.g. because I was not employed, not employed long enough or other reasons 
(4) Financial reasons, e.g. income loss, low levels of benefits 
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(5) Concerns about negative effects on my career 
(6) Concerns about employer reactions or impact on coworkers/workplace 
(7) Was not necessary, e.g., childcare provided by other family members or childcare facilities 
(8) Other reasons, please specify: ______________________ 
(.) I don’t know/prefer not to say. 

Q3.1b 
Filter label: If two or three items ticked in Q3.1a & Q3.1a  ≠ (.) 
Which of these reasons was the most important?  
[List selected items from Q3.1a] 

Q3.1c 
Filter label: If three items ticked in Q3.1a & Q3.1a  ≠ (.) 
Which of these reasons was the second most important?  
[List selected items from Q3.1a] 

QUESTIONS 4.1-4-3: Sharing of Care and Parental Leave 

Introductory vignette: 
Consider a mother and father who work full-time and have similar earnings. They just had a newborn child 
and are considering parental leave.  

Q4.1 
In your opinion, for how long should the mother stop working to care for the child? 

(1) Up to 1 month 
(2) More than 1 month up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1 year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years 
(7) Should not stop working at all 

Q4.2 
In your opinion, for how long should the father stop working to care for the child? 

(1) Up to 1 month 
(2) More than 1 month up to 2 months 
(3) More than 2 months up to 6 months 
(4) More than 6 months up to 1 year 
(5) More than 1 year up to 2 years 
(6) More than 2 years 
(7) Should not stop working at all 

Q4.3 
[Note: Drawn from the International Social Survey Programme] 
Thinking of the same couple. Consider that they have access to one year of parental leave. How should 
parental leave be divided between the mother and father? 

(1) The mother should take the entire leave period, and the father should not take any leave. 
(2) The mother should take most of the leave period, and the father should take some of it. 
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(3) The mother and father should each take half of the leave period. 
(4) The father should take most of the leave period, and the mother should take some of it. 
(5) The father should take the entire leave period, and the mother should not take any leave. 

QUESTION 4.4: Adequacy of parental leave 

Now we focus on parental leave.  

Q4.4 
If a parent is earning an average salary, how much of their salary should be covered while on parental 
leave? 

(1) Leave should be unpaid. 
(2) At least 50% of previous salary 
(3) At least 75% of previous salary 
(4) Full salary 
(.)  Don’t know 


