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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Ireland’s paternity leave: sluggish benefit take-up and
occupational inequalities
Stephan Köppe

School of Social Policy, Social Work and Social Justice, University College Dublin, Belfield, Dublin 4, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Ireland used to be a laggard in implementing modern fatherhood
policies compared to its European neighbours. In 2016, it was
one of the last EU countries to introduce paid paternity leave and
three years later parental leave. These reforms indicate that
Ireland is moving away from the US model of fatherhood to a
social investment state closer to the Swedish model of shared
parenthood. With the introduction of Paternity Benefit the Irish
government aimed to achieve a take-up of about 46–61%, which
is used as a yardstick to evaluate its success. First, this
article assesses paternity leave take-up comprehensively through
four different rates based on administrative and aggregate data.
Overall, take-up had been increasing initially, but levelled already
after four years at the lower government target. This is puzzling
as countries with similar reforms reported a constant increase
and higher take-up over time. Second, drivers for the low take-up
are discussed. Specifically, occupational and class inequalities are
key factors as only 55 percent of the male workforce have access
to occupational top-ups in addition to the relatively low statutory
benefit. Without increasing benefit generosity, take-up will
stabilize at the rather modest levels in comparison to other
European welfare states.
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Ireland has been late in embracing modern fatherhood and shared caring roles. As a
liberal – almost radical – welfare state within Europe, the Irish welfare state has a
strong element of family-related benefits, relies on redistribution via income tax and
housing wealth is a major element of welfare provision (NESC, 2020). Traditional
social protection schemes are the backbone of the redistributive system, while social ser-
vices remain underdeveloped. Up until the mid-2000s ‘patriarchal-familism perspectives’
(Rush, 2011, p. 52; 2015) and the ‘absent family breadwinner’ (Rush, 2005) dominated
the domestic, US-influenced, discourse on fatherhood. The Irish family policy develop-
ment was more concerned with moral policies (e.g. sexual reproduction, divorce) than
with implementing income support schemes and gender equality (Fahey & Nixon,
2014). New egalitarian ideas of fatherhood hardly featured in public discourse and
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policy development. While most of Europe embraced and incorporated at least elements
of the Scandinavian social investment agenda (Van Kersbergen & Hemerijck, 2012),
Ireland remained a laggard. Free early childhood education (2009) and labour market
activation (2012) had been adopted late (Köppe & MacCarthaigh, 2019). In particular
the introduction of early childhood education was a crucial departure from Ireland’s
maximum private responsibility model of childcare, which had relied primarily on
stay-at-home mothers, unregulated and informal childminders and for-profit private
providers (Rush, 2006).

Within this context of adopting some social investment policies around the financial
crisis, Ireland lacked any paid parental or paternity leave until September 2016. Since
then fathers have access to a statutory paid paternity leave for two weeks, which consti-
tutes initial steps toward the Swedish model of fatherhood in the Irish policy context
(Rush, 2011).

With a focus on the new Irish paid parental leave, called Paternity Benefit, this article
makes two contributions to the literature on take-up of family leave policies. First, how
many fathers are taking leave in Ireland? The take-up of Paternity Benefit is measured
comprehensively by four different rates between 2016 and 2020. Throughout the analysis
the political goal of 30–40,000 claimants is used as a benchmark to evaluate take-up
nationally. Second, the analysis points out the socio-demographic inequalities that are
associated with take-up of paid paternity leave, in particular the occupational segregation
of employer top-ups.

Within the literature, paternity and parental leave are often used interchangeably, with
most studies focussing on parental leave and the associated father quotas (inter alia Moss
et al., 2019). Parental and paternity leave, although similar, differ considerably and take-
up rates cannot be compared. In the Irish context, fathers also have the option to take
paid parental leave since 2019, but the empirical analysis focuses on the Paternity
Benefit (paternity leave) and will discuss the potential implications for the more recent
Parents’ Leave and Benefit (parental leave) in the conclusion.

The following section briefly discusses the data, indicators and methods used. The
three empirical sections discuss first the policy design, including the emerging occu-
pational inequalities. The policy aims stated by key policy-makers are used as the yard-
stick for the subsequent policy evaluation of benefit take-up. The findings of take-up and
inequalities are then discussed in light of the policy design and what general lessons can
be learned from the Irish case in the conclusion.

Data and methods

For the policy description and associated policy aims I refer to government publications
and press releases. In addition, the overview about the occupational benefit schemes is
based on company surveys from the Irish Business and Employers Confederation
(Ibec Research Unit, 2016, 2020b).

In the literature, four different take-up rates can be identified (Bruning & Plantenga,
1999; Lohmann et al., 2009; Whitehouse et al., 2007) and each of the rates has specific
shortcomings and advantages. Therefore, all four rates are used in the empirical analysis
to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the take-up patterns. In the following
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each rate used, (1) crude rate, (2) adjusted rate, (3) eligibility rate and (4) gender rate, is
described in brief and further technical details are provided in the appendix (A.1).

First, the crude rate measures the number of fathers taking leave divided by the
number of births. This rate is used by the majority of studies and is based on the assump-
tion that paternity leave is universal and all fathers would take the leave. In countries
without paid leave the recorded uptake is very low (below 0.5%, Zagorsky, 2017),
while countries with low statutory benefits report considerably higher, albeit still low,
take-up (25% South Korea, Kramer et al., 2019). More generous schemes report take-
up rates between 40 and 75 percent (Escot et al., 2014; Koslowski & Kadar-Satat, 2019;
O’Brien & Koslowski, 2017; Sjögren Lindquist & Wadensjö, 2006, p. 217). Over time,
studies have shown that take-up increases with maturity (Escot et al., 2014) and when
generosity is increased (Mayer & Le Bourdais, 2019).

Second, Bruning and Plantenga (1999) proposed to calculate user rates, which is the
average number of paternity leave claimants divided by the average number of
working parents with children. This user rate approximates eligibility through the
work status of fathers, but does not accurately measure eligibility, because previous
contribution periods are not considered. While Bruning and Plantenga (1999) were
suggesting their metric for microdata, it is often difficult to identify working fathers
with aggregate labour force survey data. Therefore, I am suggesting an adjusted rate
for aggregate data, which modifies the crude rate to take into account the employment
rate of men most likely being in the age group of fathers with small children (for details
see A.1).

Third, Lohmann et al. (2009, p. 38) advocate for an eligibility rate based on national
labour surveys to identify employed parents with sufficient social insurance contributions
with a child under the age of one as the denominator to calculate the rate of leave takers.
This is the most data-demanding rate and is increasingly used to measure leave take-up
in surveys (inter alia Drew & Watters, 2014; Whitehouse et al., 2007), but less in the
context of administrative data. In the analysis, I use the official Central Statistics Office
(CSO) eligibility rate, which is reported annually and is only available for 2017 and 2018.

Finally, a fourth rate used in the literature focusses on gender equality of take-up,
which I label the gender rate. Daly and Rush (2018) define the gender rate as the percen-
tage of paternity claimants by maternity claimants. Compared to the previously discussed
rates, the gender rate is not using fathers as the denominator, but mothers taking leave.
Fathers and mothers experience very different employment histories, labour force par-
ticipation rates or care norms and, therefore, take-up of paternity and maternity leave
is shaped differently. Yet, in contrasting the total claimants by mother and fathers, the
rate emphasizes relative gender differences in take-up and provides additional insights
to understand overall take-up pattern of fathers.

Despite attempts to collate paternity leave take-up (Koslowski et al., 2020) there is
no international database on paternity leave take-up nor a consistent reporting stan-
dard. Yet, Koslowski et al. (2020) list take-up rates for 13 out of 28 EU countries.
Although the reference years vary considerably, on average a crude rate of 68
percent and an eligibility rate of 78 percent is reported (own calculation). Further-
more, compared to other jurisdictions with regular and high-quality survey data on
paternity take-up (Koslowski & Kadar-Satat, 2019; Stropnik et al., 2019), Ireland
lacks a survey with sufficient sample size to estimate take-up across the population
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of fathers. Also, register data is not accessible as in most Scandinavian countries (inter
alia Naz, 2010).

Therefore, each rate is based on aggregate administrative data of benefit recipients.
The indicators draw on combining official statistics from the CSO and the Department
of Social Protection (DSP), which are further detailed in the appendix (A.1).

In comparison to the more detailed register data, there are limitations to identify the
socio-economic profile of recipients. Yet, compared to surveys, the administrative data
gives a more reliable and valid estimate of take-up across the population. Since only
aggregate data is available, the analysis of the four rates is limited to descriptive statistics
over time.

In sum, all four rates will be used to address the two aims of this study: (a) to measure
take-up with administrative data to gain a comprehensive understanding of the take-up
among fathers in Ireland, and (b) to disaggregate take-up by key socio-demographic
characteristics to identify drivers for low and unequal take-up.

Paternity Benefit policy

The Paternity Benefit was introduced in September 2016 (DSP, 2015). The rate and
eligibility criteria are the same as for the maternity benefit and are summarized in
Table 1.

In general, employees require 39 weeks of social contributions, while self-employed
are eligible after 52 weeks of contributions and both have to be in employment when
applying for Paternity Benefit (for details see Government of Ireland, 2016). Fathers
are entitled to 10 working days of paid Paternity Benefit, which equals two working
weeks. There is some flexibility when to take leave: Paternity Benefit can be taken up
to 6 months after the child’s birth, but it has to be taken in 2 consecutive weeks. If the
welfare offices are notified, the benefit can also be received while staying abroad. The
original statutory rate in September 2016 had been €230 per week, which increased in
subsequent years with other welfare payments as part of general adjustments in the
annual budget (Table 1; Daly & Rush, 2018; Daly & Szelewa, 2020). According to stan-
dardized replacement measures, the flat rate covers about 36% of the net average wage
in 2015 (Parental Leave Benefit Dataset (PLB), Nelson et al., 2020). Microdata estimates
indicate a slightly higher actual compensation rate of 41% in 2009 for maternity clai-
mants, which still places Ireland at the bottom quarter of the EU (Bártová & Emery,
2018). Although the replacement rate is very low in international comparison (Koslowski
et al., 2020), the current weekly rate of €245 (2021) is only slightly lower than the state
pension (€248.30) and considerably higher than other contribution-based statutory

Table 1. Paternity benefit policy.
Eligibility Required social contributions: Employee 39 weeks, self-employed 52 weeks
Duration 2 weeks
Flexibility Up to 6 months after birth, but in consecutive weeks
Rate Weekly flat rate 1 Sep 2016 €230 13 Mar 2017 €235 26 Mar 2018 €240 25 Mar 2019 €245
Occupational top-
ups

Public employees: 100% of wage Private employees: 37% of companies offer top-ups, mostly
100% of wage

Source: author’s summary (Government of Ireland, 2016).
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welfare benefits like sick leave or unemployment benefit, which are capped at €203 per
week.

Similar to the United Kingdom (Wiß & Greve, 2020) some employers top up the flat-
rate statutory benefit, often at the full salary, but with considerable differences between
public and private sector employees.

For the private sector, the Irish Business and Employers Confederation (Ibec) con-
ducts regular surveys among their members on the occupational benefits that are
offered. The 2016 and 2020 surveys are not fully representative nationally, but give the
most accurate insights into the occupational paternity schemes offered to date (Ibec
Research Unit, 2016, 2020b). For instance, the number of companies in foreign owner-
ship increased from 41% to 61% between both surveys, although foreign companies only
made up 1% of all companies in 2016 (CSO, 2018b). Yet, foreign-owned enterprises
accounted for 20% of employees and for a turnover of more than 50% in the Irish
economy. Hence, the oversampling of foreign-owned companies gives a more accurate
picture of their influence on the Irish economy, although it is not a representative
share of employees in Ireland. Hence, changes over time in Table 2 have to be interpreted
with care.

Between 2016 and 2020, the share of companies paying over and above the statutory
paternity benefit increased from 37 to 52 percent (Table 2). Yet, there is a large variation
among employers and sectors. Overall, larger and foreign-owned companies in the urban
centres are more likely to offer top-ups. Moreover, about 61% of financial service and
75% of telecom companies offer a top-up, compared to only 27% of retail companies
in 2016. Within four years, small (<100 employees) and Irish-owned companies are
offering more top-ups. Although overall occupational coverage has increased, sectoral
and regional variations remained at similar levels.

In 2020, those companies that provide a top-up, most pay the top-up for the full stat-
utory period (84%), which increased from 68% in 2016. Furthermore, most companies
replace the full wage. This increased from 67% to 72% between 2016 and 2020. Other
companies offer lower replacement rates or shorter duration (mostly less than a week).
Eligibility criteria vary also considerably in 2020: 42% of companies require a statutory
period of 9 months or less, 47% require a longer period and 11% have not stated the
requirement. This means accessing occupational benefits requires a slightly longer con-
tribution period than the statutory benefit.

As pointed out earlier, the 2016 Ibec report is not representative and results are not
weighted. Nevertheless, the disaggregation by company size gives some indication of

Table 2. Percentage of private companies offering occupational top-ups.
2016 2020

Total 37% 52%
Size
<50 employees 24% 40%
500 + employees 76% 71%
Ownership
Irish-owned 25% 42%
Foreign-owned 55% 61%
N 373 370
Employees 67,224 100,851

Source: Ibec Research Unit (2016, 2020b), not all available categories are reported.
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the share of employees in the private sector who have access to Paternity Benefit top-ups.
For instance, the report states that only 24% of companies with less than 50 employees
offer a top-up and their share in the survey is slightly below 6 percent. However,
about 49% of employees work for such small companies in 2016. I extrapolated this
for all employees (see A.2, CSO, 2018b) and estimate that 40% of employees in the
private sector could access top-ups in 2016.

There is also variation within the public sector. All civil servants are entitled to full pay
during the two weeks leave, which also extends to large public sector employers like uni-
versities and semi-state bodies. Ireland also has a large voluntary sector that depends on
public funds and would be counted as public sector employees, but there is no infor-
mation about leave entitlements in the voluntary sector available. Given these limitations,
public sector workers, who represent about 15–17% of the total workforce (see A.3; CSO,
2017), would have access to a generous top-up that covers 100% of their salary.

In sum, considering the share of public and private employees in the Irish economy,
about 55% of all working fathers would have access to occupational benefit top-ups (own
calculation, 2020), leaving a large share of fathers, including the self-employed, only with
the statutory flat-rate benefit.

Since November 2019, each parent is also entitled to non-transferable paid parental
leave (Parent’s Leave and Benefit) for the duration of 2 weeks (Daly & Szelewa, 2020).
Since April 2021 the paid parental leave has been increased to 5 weeks. The rate and eli-
gibility criteria are the same for paternity and parental leave, but far less private employ-
ers provide top-ups for paid parental leave (Ibec Research Unit, 2020a) and there is no
provision for top-ups in the public sector (Human Resource Management in the Civil
Service, 2021).

Since the introduction of paid parental leave with non-transferable quotas, fathers can
avail of much more paid time off than at the introduction of Paternity Benefit in 2016.
Yet, the additional parental leave is unlikely to influence paternity take-up, due to the
non-transferable benefit of both schemes and the less common occupational top-ups
for parental leave. Also, the extension of the paid parental leave was only announced
in Autumn 2020 and enacted in April 2021, which is unlikely to have an effect on delay-
ing a Paternity Benefit claim during the observation period up to December 2020.

Take-up benchmark

The introduction of the Paternity Benefit spanned two years under the auspices of two
governments between 2014 and 2016. Over this period several vague policy aims were
associated with the introduction of the Paternity Benefit (DSP, 2016), but the govern-
ment formulated very specific aims regarding anticipated claimant figures. All three
responsible government ministers referred to an internal DSP estimate of 30–40,000 clai-
mants (Dáil Éireann, 2016a, 2016b; Seanad Éireann, 2016). The upper threshold also
matches the budget estimation of €20 million per annum, although 40,000 claims
would only cost €18.4 million for two full weeks. The source and basis of this estimation
are not revealed in public documents, but it features in different press releases and public
speeches as a benchmark. Assuming these estimates are based on birth rates in 2015 – the
period of policy design – this would resemble a crude take-up rate of about 46–61%
among all fathers.

JOURNAL OF FAMILY STUDIES 2529



Although this estimate is cited widely, ministers also acknowledge its limitations. A
written parliamentary answer by the Minister for Social Protection, Leo Varadkar,
asserts ‘it is very difficult to estimate the numbers that will take up paternity leave’
(Dáil Éireann, 2016b). A couple of weeks later the Minister of State at the Department
of Justice and Equality, David Stanton, confirms that ‘it is very difficult to estimate accu-
rately what the actual take up will be’ (Seanad Éireann, 2016). In the same vein, the
deputy prime minister, Frances Fitzgerald, states ‘there has varying take-up in other
countries […]. In the UK, for example, there was a 50% take-up, so it will be very inter-
esting to see what the actual take-up of this new benefit will be in Ireland’ (Dáil Éireann,
2016a).

Despite these acknowledged limitations by the policy-makers, the take-up rate of 46–
61% is a suitable policy benchmark to assess the actual take-up. Also, it has to be noted
that the cited total number is sensitive to changes in the birth rate. Between 2009 and
2020 the birth rate has been declining continuously. Therefore, the rate is based on
births in 2015 when the budget vote occurred and civil servants most likely estimated
take-up. Throughout the empirical analysis this government benchmark is used to evalu-
ate take-up in the Irish context.

Results: sluggish take-up

Figure 1 depicts the four different take-up rates (crude, adjusted, eligibility and gender),
which are discussed in turn.

Figure 1. Paternity Benefit take-up rates by quarter.
Source: (CSO, 2019; 2020, table 5; DEASP, 2018; DSP, 2021; Eurostat, 2021). Notes: own calculations see A.1. Crude rate =
claimants / number of births. Adjusted rate = claimants / (employment rate * number of births). Eligibility rate = eligible
fathers are the reversed non-take-up rate. Target population are male workers with sufficient social insurance record aged
15-44. Gender rate = paternity claimants / maternity claimants. *Q4 2016 includes September claimants. ^ rate refers to
annual data.
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First, the crude claimant rate per number of births shows an overall increase until
mid-2017, reaching almost a 50 percent take-up rate. Since then the rate dropped to
nearly the starting figure in the first quarter of 2018 and gradually recovering up to
early 2020. When the Covid-19 pandemic hit in the second quarter of 2020, the claimant
rate drops again significantly and recovers slowly, although not reaching pre-pandemic
levels.

Second, the adjusted rate takes the employment level of the typical fathers into
account and shows overall the same trend, albeit 9.6 percentage points higher on
average (see also Figure 3, 20- to 49-year-olds). The advantage of the adjusted rate is
that it considers better the eligibility criterium of being in work. Between 2016 and
2020 the average take-up rate stands at 44 percent for the crude and 53 percent for
the adjusted rate.

Third, the eligibility rate can be regarded as the most reliable and valid (CSO, 2020)
and overall, confirms the estimates of the previous rates. Moreover, the eligibility rates
show a slight decline between 2017 and 2018 which is also evident in the quarterly
figures.

Fourth, the gender rate was at 58% in 2017 and increased slightly to 63% in 2019 (Daly
& Rush, 2018). Compared to the previous rates, the gender rate captures overall eligibility
in the context of the female take-up and provides a very good estimate for gender
inequality. Despite the slight increase in take-up according to this measure, 40% of
fathers are not taking leave compared to mothers.

In sum, across the observation period the absolute take-up is consistently below the
lower policy target of 30,000 claimants annually. Despite the observed quarterly fluctu-
ations, the crude rate has increased continuously, meeting the lower government
target of 46% since 2019. The other rates confirm this overall trend and also indicate
reaching policy maturity as growth rates seem to have levelled. While take-up plummeted
with the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, it has not fully recovered to pre-pandemic
levels.

Discussion

Rates compared

How do the four rates of take-up contribute to our general understanding of benefit take
up? Pre-reform, about 51% of fathers, who had been eligible for fully paid paternity leave
of mostly 3 days through their employer, took the occupational leave (Drew & Watters,
2014). The longer statutory scheme achieves a higher eligibility rate, although not all
fathers will receive full pay as in the Drew and Watters (2014) sample. Still, the take-
up only reaches the lower government target.

Second, the average rates reported in Koslowski et al. (2020) provide a reference point
for comparisons across EU countries, although the duration and benefit level for these
reported rates varies considerably (see above). In a nutshell, it means Ireland’s take-up
rate is considerably below the EU average (68% crude rate, 78% eligibility rate).

Koslowski et al. (2020) also point out that substantial increases of take-up – ranging
between 10 and 40 percentage points – occurred, when the duration and replacement
level had been increased. In the absence of any plans to increase generosity in Ireland,
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steep increases of take-up are unlikely. The current trend rather suggests a maturity
around the lower take-up benchmark predicted by the Department of Social Protection.

The comparison across the four rates also allows to draw some wider conclusions for
future data collection and reporting practices. First, the quarterly crude and adjusted
rates are earlier available through standard vital statistics and surveys of most national
statistics offices. Second, these rates are also relatively easy to calculate as most adminis-
trations report claimants and certainly vital birth statistics. And finally, the quarterly data
enables to plot a more fine-grained time series and facilitates to identify the effects of key
events early on, such as the decline of claims at the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Second, although the eligibility rate is most accurate, the gender and adjusted rate
provide robust estimates without the same demanding and costly data requirements.
Of course, the most valid measure remains the eligibility rate as it takes into account
key benefit eligibility criteria and matches it across administrative databases that
provide accurate and precise information about social insurance contributions and
changes in family status. Congruently, the gender rate estimates are very close to
the eligibility rate without much less data requirements and estimation efforts. At
least for paternity and maternity claims, this works very accurately as take-up of
maternity benefits is mandatory for working mothers in most advanced economies
for the first three months after childbirth. In contrast, take-up of parental leave is
voluntary for working mothers and lacks the benchmark of almost universal take-
up among eligible mothers, so that the eligibility rate would remain the gold standard
to measure parental leave uptake among both parents. Also, the adjusted rate is close
to the eligibility rate, but underestimates take-up by 6–7 percentage points during the
observation period.

Finally, any discrepancy between the crude and eligibility rate is insightful in com-
parative studies to identify access issues for disadvantaged groups. A large difference
between both rates would indicate that a large number of fathers cannot claim the
benefit due to eligibility issues. Of course, differences between the two rates are
closely related to policy design and eligibility criteria. For quasi universal paternity
leave, the crude rate is a very appropriate measure. For instance, the Icelandic paternity
leave covers unemployed and students, albeit on a lower flat rate than employed fathers
(Sigurdardottir & Garðarsdóttir, 2018). Hence, the crude rate is a very accurate
measurement for the Icelandic universal benefit to identify barriers to benefit take-
up. In contrast, the eligibility rate would be the more accurate rate for the Irish case,
due to the more restrictive eligibility criteria related to social contributions and
employment status.

Thus, all rates contribute to a comprehensive understanding of take-up among fathers.
Each rate has strengths and weaknesses, which have to be considered critically when
referring to headline figures. Certainly, any of these rates is far more informative than
reporting total claimant figures, which lack any contextual information and cannot be
compared across welfare states.

Drivers of take-up

Taking these findings together this section discusses four key structural drivers that are
associated with low take-up in the literature and for which disaggregated data is available.
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As in the previous section, the analysis relies on descriptive statistics and critically reflects
on the statutory and occupational policy features as context variables.

First, from other countries we know that fathers are more likely to take their leave
during summer and Christmas holidays (inter alia Ekberg et al., 2013). Although the
overall quarterly trend shows some variation, this cannot be attributed to holiday
seasons. The monthly take-up in 2017 and 2018 does not reveal any seasonal pattern
(see A.4). Sigurdardottir and Garðarsdóttir (2018) have shown for Iceland how take-up
of paternity leave has decreased after the economic crash in 2008 and the Irish take-up
data suggests a similar effect after Covid-19 lockdowns affected Ireland’s economy and
labour market in the second quarter of 2020. Should fathers have postponed their
benefit claim at the onset of the pandemic, one would expect an above-average rate in
the fourth quarter of 2020.On the contrary, Figure 1 shows that overall take-up is consider-
ably lower since the pandemic struck. Further analysis has to show how the economic
shock of the pandemic interacted with altered working environments on take-up.

Second, although self-employed workers are eligible, they face stronger challenges to
take time off from work. They might lose clients and contracts and would only receive the
statutory benefit. Considering that Ireland has a relatively high self-employment rate of
about 25% among male workers (own calculations, CSO, 2018b), this reduces the pool of
fathers that can take leave without direct financial consequences.

Third, the low flat-rate benefit is not attractive for medium- and high-income earners
that have no occupational top-up as the statutory benefit only replaces about 36% of
average net income (Nelson et al., 2020). CSO (2020) analysis of the eligibility rate by indus-
trial sector shows fathers in sectors with high occupational coverage like education, public
administration, industry and finance report above-average take-up. Fathers in hospitality,
construction and agriculture have the lowest uptake, representing sectors with lower like-
lihood to provide occupational top-ups. Figure 2 shows further analysis of the variation by

Figure 2. Variability of take-up by industrial activity, eligibility rate.
Source: own calculations, 14 sectors considered (CSO, 2020).
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industrial activity over time. The longer whiskers of the boxplots in 2018 suggest increasing
sectoral segregation of take-up, which is driven by sectoral division of employer top-ups.

Fourth, age of fathers matters. Figure 3 compares the age of claimants and the age of
all fathers in 2017 and the difference between both indicators is displayed as percentage
points at the top of the bars. The claimant data is limited in its representativeness as it
refers to current recipients on 31 December 2017. In other words, it only shows a fraction
of claimants on a specific day and we have to assume that the father’s age is normally
distributed across the year. Yet, this is the only official socio-demographic disaggregation
of claimants provided by the Department.

Despite these limitations, Figure 3 indicates that claimants are overrepresented in the
30–39 age group, and underrepresented in the younger and older age groups compared
to the age brackets of all fathers. With the available data, we cannot prove the underlying
reasons for the observed age effect, but two hypotheses can be constructed. First, older
fathers might hold on to more traditional roles, while fathers in the middle age brackets
seem to take on new caring roles. Second, younger fathers might not have built up
sufficient social contributions to claim Paternity Benefit. However, the comparison of
these aggregate figures only indicates a possible relationship and further microdata analy-
sis would be required to assess if and how age is related to take-up.

Conclusions

The government’s aim was to achieve at least a take-up rate of 46 percent (crude rate).
Although the take-up rate remained below the government target initially, the most
recent quarterly figures suggest that this minimum target is met. Take-up ranges
between 40–60 percent, depending on the used measure. The most accurate estimates

Figure 3. Age distribution of claimants and fathers at birth of child, 2017.
Source: (CSO, 2018a; DEASP, 2018) Notes: Own calculation. Paternal age: Fathers age unknown not displayed (3%),
N=62,053. Claimants: recipients on 31 Dec 2017, N=875, No claimants under 20 and 55+ reported. Value label shows
percentage point difference between claimants and paternal age.
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suggest take-up above 50 percent (eligibility, adjusted rate). After about four years take-
up is at a comparatively low level within the EU. For instance, Ireland shares a similar
paternity leave policy design as the UK (Koslowski & Kadar-Satat, 2019), but has
about 25 percentage points lower take-up (adjusted rate).

With regard to shortcomings in the policy design and future reforms, the current
arrangement of statutory flat-rate benefits and occupational top-ups contributes to occu-
pational and class inequalities. Employees in larger companies and the public sector,
often associated with a higher qualified and well-paid workforce, benefit from these
fringe benefits, while working-class employees and self-employed are left out. Moreover,
the age profile revealed that older fathers seem to stick to traditional caring roles and
younger fathers seem to be excluded due to insufficient social contributions. In particu-
lar, the latter group could benefit from eligibility criteria that also consider periods of full-
time education.

In the wider context of welfare regime change, the findings reveal a discrepancy
between far-reaching policy aims, implemented policy reforms and limited behavioural
change. After a lengthy public discourse, the Irish welfare state caught up on the social
investment agenda and Irish fathers are challenging traditional caring roles, at least for
two weeks. In contrast to the US-American-influenced traditional Irish perceptions of
fatherhood between 1970 and the mid-2000s (see Rush, 2011), Ireland began a restrained
journey towards a Swedish ideal of gender equality and shared parenting.

Yet, while the policies are modernized, only half of Irish fathers complement their tra-
ditional breadwinning role with a caring role. The structural policy deficiencies (low
replacement rate, occupational inequalities) create two worlds of fatherhood within
Ireland. Following Rush’s (2015) analogy, half of Irish fathers embrace the Swedish
model for a short period of time, while the other half remains within the US frame of
reference.

In addition, whilst social protection schemes are updated, social service provision still
lags behind. Irish childcare is one of the most expensive in the OECD and enrolment
rates for 0–3-year-olds remain below the Barcelona targets (EC, 2018). Limited child
and elderly care services contribute to higher informal female care work and continued
traditional roles for men. To fully embrace a more egalitarian culture of fatherhood
further service investment would be needed.

So far, Ireland has introduced the basic leave policies for a Swedish world of father-
hood that can be further expanded in duration and better-paid leave with the aim to
increase take-up. The new Work-life Balance Directive (Directive (EU), 2019/1158,
2019) enshrines a non-transferable paid parental leave of 2 months at the rate of statutory
sick pay into EU law, which Ireland had to implement by August 2022, but is still not
enacted at the time of writing (October 2022; Oireachtas, 2022). Even though both
paid leaves – paternity and parental – enable parents to share leave more equally and
for a longer duration, rather modest statutory net replacement rates will deter fathers
on medium to higher incomes without access to occupational top-ups.

This analysis has not only contributed to a critical assessment of paternity leave take-
up, but also highlighted data gaps. The European directive requires member states to
report ‘aggregated data on the take-up of leaves’ (Directive (EU), 2019/1158, 2019, art.
18(1)), which might reduce some of the discussed limitations when comparing take-up
rates. The analysis has shown that take-up of leave should be measured with multiple
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indicators. Each of the four rates used has strengths and shortcomings. Less data
demanding measures like the crude and adjusted rate provide sufficiently accurate and
rapid monitoring data, while the more data- and resource-demanding eligibility rate pro-
vides the most valid and reliable measures. In addition, the gender rate complements
these base rates, in particular to monitor progress of the EU gender equality policy
and wider policy reforms related to modern fatherhood.

As discussed, aggregate figures can give an indication of overall trends, but provide
limited insights of socio-economic differences. Moreover, detailed survey microdata is
not available in sufficient sample sizes to measure paternity leave take-up and occu-
pational benefit policy information is scattered and often not available to the public.
In order to fully assess the effects of paternity leave and benefit on changing caring
roles and a better work-life balance, the available data infrastructure has to improve
substantially.
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