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Abstract
In recent decades,manyWestern European countries introduced parental leave policies to support thework–family combi‐
nation in families with young children. However, these parental leave schemes often exhibit employment‐based eligibility
criteria, so the question arises to which extent social inequalities emerge in the access to parental leave, and as a result
thereof also in the uptake of parental leave. Although research on parental leave increasingly addresses the issue of inclu‐
siveness, only a limited number of studies has yet examined individual‐level differentials in parents’, and especially moth‐
ers’, eligibility. Using detailed register data, we develop an individual‐level indicator of eligibility in Belgium and deploy it
to document differentiation in mothers’ eligibility by age at first birth, partnership status, migration background and edu‐
cation. In addition, we examine to what extent differential eligibility can explain inequalities in parental leave uptake. Our
results show that a considerable share of mothers—specifically very young, single, low educated mothers and mothers
with a migration background—do not meet the eligibility criteria and thus are structurally excluded from parental leave in
Belgium. Furthermore, differential eligibility can account for a large part of the age and educational gradients in parental
leave use, as well as differences by migration background. Eligibility cannot (fully) account for lower parental leave use by
singlemothers andmothers with aMoroccan or Turkishmigration background. Our findings suggest that a reconsideration
of eligibility criteria may be instrumental in increasing the inclusiveness of parental leave policies.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decades, the focus of social policy has
been widening from solely protecting against social risks
to complementary ‘social investment’ policies aimed at
reinforcing human capital and labour market integration,
especially of mothers (Cantillon & Van Lancker, 2013;
Hemerijck, 2015). Work–family reconciliation policies
such as early childhood education and care and parental
leave play an important part in these policy expan‐
sions. Concerning the latter, Belgium exhibits a parental

leave system where access to leave is conditional on
strict employment‐related criteria (Dobrotić & Blum,
2019a; Mortelmans & Fusulier, 2020). Only employed
parents are entitled to parental leave. Whereas having
an employment contract suffices to be eligible for par‐
ents employed in the public sector, more strict eligibility
criteria related to seniority apply to parents employed in
the private sector. As a result, many parents are excluded
by design and especially parents with precarious labour
market trajectories may find it difficult to meet the eli‐
gibility criteria for parental leave (Kil, Wood, & Neels,
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2018; McKay, Mathieu, & Doucet, 2016; Rostgaard,
2005). Moreover, available research documents grow‐
ing proportions of individuals with atypical and unsta‐
ble employment biographies in both Belgium and other
European countries (Schwander & Häusermann, 2013).
This limited access to parental leave is symptomatic of
social policies being related to employment positions
and may lead to the adoption of alternative work–family
reconciliation strategies that involve a (partial) retreat
from the labour market, most often of mothers (Kühhirt,
2012; Morel, 2007). As a result, employment‐related
eligibility criteria may potentially reinforce existing dis‐
parities between parents with precarious labour mar‐
ket positions on the one hand and parents with stable
labour market positions on the other (Schwander &
Häusermann, 2013). In order to gain insight into such
potential inequalities, it is essential to examine which
groups of parents are excluded from parental leave.

Research on parental leave increasingly addresses
the issue of inclusiveness, i.e., to which extent parental
leave is available to all parents. In their overview paper,
Dobrotić and Blum (2019a) construct an eligibility index
to measure and compare the inclusiveness of parental
leave benefits in twenty‐one European countries and
document the increasing importance of employment‐
based criteria for replacement benefits as well as gender‐
sensitive parental leave policies. Bártová and Emery
(2018) develop a new policy measure, the compensation
rate, which represents the financial support an individual
would receive if they were to have a child and take up the
parental leave they are entitled to. This measure allows
taking population heterogeneity into account in the eval‐
uation of policy entitlements both within and between
populations. Furthermore, a number of case studies scru‐
tinise parental leave uptake by parents with a migra‐
tion background and suggest that the inability to meet
the eligibility criteria can at least partially explain their
lower uptake (Ellingsæter, Kitterød, & Østbakken, 2020;
Kil et al., 2018; Sainsbury, 2019). Also, socio‐economic
inequalities are increasingly being studied. McKay et al.
(2016), who compare mothers’ access to parental leave
in two different leave programs in Canada, find that
the eligibility criteria are a key explanation for differ‐
ential access to parental leave between the two pro‐
grams and between families by income. Lastly, Ghysels
and Van Lancker (2011) examine the distribution of public
spending on parental leave among different groups of par‐
ents and conclude that leave benefits disproportionally
flow to higher‐income households in Belgium. Available
research has thus addressed the inclusiveness of policy
design and public spending on the macro level (Dobrotić
& Blum, 2019a; Ghysels & Van Lancker, 2011), or has
examined patterns of leave uptake, referring to eligibility
as a key explanatory factor (Ellingsæter et al., 2020; Kil
et al., 2018). Except for the studies carried out by Bártová
and Emery (2018),McKay et al. (2016) and Kil et al. (2018),
hitherto little research has addressed individual‐level dif‐
ferentials in parents’, and especially mothers’, eligibility.

In response to this gap in knowledge, we con‐
struct an individual‐level indicator of eligibility and
examine the inclusiveness of Belgian parental leave
policy. Descriptive analyses document which mothers
are excluded by the strict employment‐based eligibil‐
ity criteria and examine differential eligibility by age at
first birth, partnership status, migration background and
level of education. Subsequently, multivariate analyses
further examine to what extent differential eligibility
can explain differences in the actual uptake of parental
leave by age at first birth, partnership status, migra‐
tion background and educational level. The contribu‐
tion of this article is threefold. First, the use of unique
register‐based microdata enables the construction of an
individual‐level indicator of eligibility for parental leave.
The construction of such an indicator is innovative and
particularly informative as there is, hitherto, no official
measurement of the share of parents that is eligible in
Belgium (Mortelmans& Fusulier, 2020). Second, this indi‐
cator allows to empirically examine which groups of par‐
ents are excluded, and to which extent differential eli‐
gibility can account for variation in the actual uptake
of parental leave. Hence, we contribute to social pol‐
icy research on the intersection between policy design
and social inequalities in access and uptake patterns
(Dobrotić & Blum, 2019b), which may be of particu‐
lar interest when reflecting on how to increase inclu‐
siveness. To date, parental leave policy reforms most
often involved benefit levels, length of leave or flexibil‐
ity in uptake, rather than a relaxation of eligibility crite‐
ria (Dobrotić & Blum, 2019a; Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2018).
These reforms, however, only enable or stimulate higher
leave uptake among those already included, thus poten‐
tially exacerbating the divide between ‘parental leave
rich’ and ‘parental leave poor’ households (McKay et al.,
2016; O’Brien, 2009). Third, among the countries with
employment‐related entitlement principles, Belgium is a
particular case as it has a paid, purely employment‐based
parental leave system, which is, moreover, very selective
because of its strict employment‐related eligibility crite‐
ria (Dobrotić & Blum, 2019b). Today, most otherWestern
European countries with paid parental leave systems rely
on a mix of both employment‐ and citizenship‐based
rights (Dobrotić & Blum, 2019a). Hence, the Belgian set‐
ting may be of interest to policymakers in Belgium, in
view of reflecting on and addressing social inequalities
in access to and uptake of parental leave. Also, this
case study may interest policymakers in other countries
where employment‐based eligibility criteria are gain‐
ing importance, as to what this may imply in terms
of inclusiveness.

2. Theoretical Perspectives on Eligibility and
Inclusiveness

Combining the Capability Approach and the life course
perspective, we look into how policy design, as well
as path‐dependencies within life courses, may shape
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individuals’ work–family reconciliation strategies. The
Capability Approach argues that individuals’ capabili‐
ties (i.e., real, substantive freedoms to achieve cer‐
tain doings, such as parental leave uptake) crucially
depend on personal, social or environmental condi‐
tions, i.e., so‐called conversion factors (such as parental
leave policy; see Robeyns & Byskov, 2020; Sen, 1999).
In this respect, design features of parental leave policy
can either constrain or enable parents’ agency (capa‐
bility) in the development of work–family reconcilia‐
tion strategies. Besides the length of leave, affordabil‐
ity (determined in part by the height of replacement
benefits; see Patnaik, 2018), and normative aspects
(such as workplace cultures and practices; see Koslowski
& Kadar‐Satat, 2019), accessibility is key in this respect
(Koslowski, Duvander, & Moss, 2019). Different eligi‐
bility criteria, based on citizenship, employment, or a
mix of both, may entail differential access for specific
groups of parents. Whereas eligibility criteria such as
duration of citizenship (e.g., 6 or more months, or just
residency at the time of childbirth; see Dobrotić & Blum,
2019a) give access to parental leave to almost all par‐
ents, criteria based on employment history may result
in a selective character of leave rights (Dobrotić & Blum,
2019a). Also, in linewith Sen’s Capability Approach, avail‐
able research finds that the impact of family policies
on parents’ capabilities to reconcile work and childcare
responsibilities differs considerably between population
subgroups (Hobson, Fahlén, & Takács, 2011; Yerkes &
Javornik, 2019).

From a life‐course perspective, eligibility for parental
leave—and according agency to use leave to organ‐
ise the work–family combination—is path‐dependent
upon previous events and experiences in different life
domains. Hence, in case of employment‐based eligibil‐
ity criteria, inherently interlinked migration histories,
educational trajectories, and experiences such as union
formation or dissolution, as well as the timing of the
birth of a first or higher‐order children, shape per‐
sons’ labour market trajectories that eventually deter‐
mine their access to parental leave. Previous research
demonstrates that individuals (especially mothers) with
a migration background, lower educated persons, and
single parents more often find themselves in precari‐
ous employment positions (e.g., fixed‐term contracts,
temporary agency work, involuntary part‐time work)
or out of paid employment (Corluy & Verbist, 2014;
Herremans, Vansteenkiste, & Sourbron, 2016; Kil, Neels,
Wood, & de Valk, 2017; Maes, Wood, & Neels, 2018;
Ruggeri & Bird, 2014). Moreover, characteristics associ‐
ated with unstable employment trajectories often coin‐
cide. For example, research reports a double disadvan‐
tage for migrant women, both in terms of gender and
ethnicity. They face more difficulties than migrant men
but also compared to native women in securing stable
labour market positions (Mussino & Duvander, 2016;
Neels, DeWachter,&Peeters, 2018;OECD, 2017). Kil et al.
(2017) and Maes et al. (2021) also document a larger

decrease in activity and employment levels after the tran‐
sition to parenthood of women with a migration back‐
ground than among native women in Belgium, which is
related to the differential stability of employment tra‐
jectories of migrant and native women. Other Belgian
research shows that individuals with a migration back‐
ground are often lower educated, which also partially
explains their difficult entry into stable employment
(Maes et al., 2018). Hence, disadvantaged positions in
several domains combine into so‐called multiplicative or
reinforcing disadvantages (Mussino & Duvander, 2016),
precluding specific groups of parents from taking up
parental leave.

When parental leave uptake is not an option due to
the inability to meet the employment‐based eligibility
criteria, parents potentially have to develop alternative
childcare solutions. Whereas some may have sufficient
financial resources to outsource childcare or have access
to informal care, others may face more difficulties with
organising childcare. Alternative strategies such as reduc‐
ing working hours, changing jobs, flex work, exiting the
labour market, or continuing unemployment or inactiv‐
ity may, in turn, hinder the transition into stable employ‐
ment trajectories required to be eligible to take up
parental leave. Hence, a vicious circle arises. Cumulative
disadvantages over the life course may result in specific
groups of parents not being eligible in the first place,
but also not being able to become eligible in the future.
As the (in)ability to take up parental leave potentially
also impacts future events (e.g., parental employment,
children’s wellbeing, gender equality, etc.; see Duvander
& Jans, 2009; Huerta et al., 2013; Patnaik, 2018), social
inequalities in work–family reconciliation between low
and high educated parents, parents with and without a
migration background, single and partnered parents, and
young and older parents may only grow larger.

3. The Belgian Context

Belgium’s most common child‐related leave schemes
include maternity leave, paternity leave, and parental
leave. Maternity leave applies to all (self‐)employed and
unemployed mothers and consists of a minimum of 10
(obliged) and a maximum of 15 weeks of leave at the
time of childbirth during which mothers receive a rel‐
atively high income‐related replacement benefit (a tax‐
able benefit amounting 75% to 82% of the gross wage;
see Mortelmans & Fusulier, 2020). Paternity leave only
applies to fathersworking as employees and allows them
to take leave for 10 days within the first four months
after the birth of a child, during which they receive high
income‐related replacement benefits (82% of the gross
wage). Parental leave is an individual, non‐transferable
and gender‐neutral entitlement that was introduced in
1997 as an offshoot of the system of Voluntary Career
Breaks that was introduced in Belgium in the 1980s
(Morel, 2007). Parental leave allows each parent to take
up full‐time leave for a maximum of four months (three
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months during the observation period of this study, until
1 June 2012) at a low and flat‐rate benefit (Mortelmans
& Fusulier, 2020; RVA Dienst Studies, 2014). From its
introduction onwards, parents were entitled to take
up parental leave for each child younger than 4 years.
The age limit was raised to 6 years in 2005 and subse‐
quently to 12 years in 2009. Full‐time employees can opt
to reduce their working hours by 50% or 20% (recently
also 10%) for a longer period, receiving a benefit that is
reduced accordingly. The uptake of parental leave can
be split over multiple periods depending on the sec‐
tor of employment and previous work history, and peri‐
ods of full‐time and part‐time leave can be combined
(RVA Dienst Studies, 2014). Mothers and fathers can take
up leave simultaneously. Furthermore, employment con‐
tracts remain unchanged during parental leave and there
is protection against dismissal until three months fol‐
lowing parental leave uptake. Finally, only parents work‐
ing as employees exhibit parental leave rights, implying
that the self‐employed, unemployed, inactive, as well as
parents enrolled in education, are excluded by design.
Whereas parents employed in the public sector are eli‐
gible without any conditions in terms of working expe‐
rience, parents employed in the private sector have to
be working for their current employer for 12 out of
15 months before the application. Hence, parents with
unstable employment trajectories are less likely to meet
the eligibility criteria. These eligibility criteria have not
changed since their introduction in 1997.

In addition to leave policies, which allow parents
to take time to perform childcare and household tasks
themselves, outsourcing policies take up a prominent
role in Belgian work–family policies (Raz‐Yurovich, 2014).
Enrolment of 0–2.5‐year‐olds in (subsidised) formal child‐
care has exceeded the Barcelona childcare targets of
33% enrolment since the early 2000s and nearly all
children aged 2.5–6 years attend pre‐primary educa‐
tion (OECD, 2018; Population Council, 2006). After tak‐
ing up maternity leave in the months after childbirth,
parental leave uptake is far from a universal practice for
Belgianmothers, andmost mothers who do use parental
leave adopt a part‐time leave schedule. Consequently,
employed parents often resort to (some degree of)
services providing formal childcare (or informal care
arrangements) from the moment the child is three
months old. Furthermore, since 2004, a generously sub‐
sidised system of Service Vouchers has allowed outsourc‐
ing household work and has proven tremendously popu‐
lar (Marx & Vandelannoote, 2015).

In conclusion, Belgian work–family reconciliation
policies were introduced in the first place as ‘full employ‐
ment’ policies, aimed at the full engagement of bothmen
andwomen in the labourmarket, rather than to facilitate
the reconciliation of work and family life (Ciccia & Verloo,
2012; Merla & Deven, 2019). Outsourcing policies, and
to a lesser extent, leave policies (as they preserve par‐
ents’ connection with the labour market), have proven
instrumental in households’ work–family combination,

mostly enabling higher female labour force participa‐
tion (Dujardin, Fonder, & Lejeune, 2018; Raz‐Yurovich
& Marx, 2019). However, the degree to which these
work–family policies ‘work’ strongly depends on the pop‐
ulation subgroup considered, their employment posi‐
tions and related eligibility. Belgium still has a con‐
siderable gender gap in employment and particularly
high female part‐time employment compared to most
other European countries (OECD, 2019). Despite the
low employment gap between mothers and childless
women (Cukrowska‐Torzewska, 2016), a large educa‐
tional gradient exists inmaternal employment in Belgium
(OECD, 2017; Wood, Neels, De Wachter, & Kil, 2016)
as well as considerable migrant‐native differentials in
mothers’ employment after parenthood (Kil et al., 2017).
Furthermore, as in many other European countries,
women, migrants, low qualified and young people are
disproportionally represented in precarious employment
positions (Merla & Deven, 2019).

4. Data and Methods

4.1. Data

We use the Belgian Administrative Socio‐Demographic
Panel (BASD‐Panel) that was constructed using detailed
microdata from the National Register and the Crossroads
Bank for Social Security on a representative sample of
women aged 15–50 years, legally residing in Belgium
between 1 January 1999 and 31 December 2010. In addi‐
tion to sampledwomen, these data include all household
members residing in sampled women’s households on
January 1st of each observation year. The BASD‐Panel
provides detailed quarterly information on the labour
market positions and income of all household members,
as well as annual information on household composi‐
tion. The analyses document eligibility and uptake of
parental leave for 15,893 women who made the tran‐
sition to parenthood between 2000 and 2010 and who
were observed for at least five quarters before the birth
of their first child (which is the period required to mon‐
itor eligibility). To obtain an overall view of the moth‐
ers’ parental leave uptake, we estimate whether women
ever use parental leave in the period from the birth of
their first child until their youngest (potentially second,
or higher order) child reaches the age limit for parental
leave (which is the age of 4, 6 or 12 years depending
on the year of observation and concomitant leave reg‐
ulations). The measurement window may prematurely
end when the end of the observation period of the
BASD‐Panel has been reached (i.e., 31 December 2010,
or the mother reaches the age of 50), or in case of emi‐
gration or death.

4.2. Variables

The dependent variable is a dummy‐variable indicating
whether a mother has ever taken up parental leave
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within themeasurement window (1) or not (0). Themain
covariates in this study are eligibility, age at the birth
of the first child, whether mothers had a co‐resident
partner during the observation period, migration back‐
ground, and level of education. Awoman is considered to
be eligible when the youngest child is younger than the
age limit for leave uptake, and she is working in the pub‐
lic sector (the educational sector and public administra‐
tion), or the private sector, where she is employed for her
current employer for at least 12 out of the 15 preceding
months. Individuals who are employed for an employer
in the private sector for less than 12 out of the 15 pre‐
ceding months, full‐time self‐employed, unemployed, or
inactive are not considered eligible. The individual‐level
indicator of parental leave eligibility is included in the
analyses as the proportion of time a mother was eli‐
gible for parental leave within the measurement win‐
dow. This variable varies between 0% and 100% and is
divided into deciles. Age at first birth is a categorical
variable distinguishing between women aged (i) 20 or
younger, (ii) 21–25, (iii) 26–30, (iv) 31–35, and (v) 36
or older at the birth of their first child. Partnership sta‐
tus is a dichotomous variable that distinguishes between
(i) mothers who had a co‐resident partner during at least
one‐quarter of the observation period and (ii) mothers
who did not. Migration background is a categorical vari‐
able distinguishing between individuals with a Belgian,
European, Turkish or Moroccan, or other non‐European
migration background. Also, this variable distinguishes
between individuals with a first (i.e., the individual is
born in a foreign country) and second (i.e., the individ‐
ual is born in Belgium but at least one parent is born
in a foreign country) generation migration background.
Level of education is a categorical variable, measured
at first birth, distinguishing between (i) no education,
primary or lower secondary education (low), (ii) higher
secondary education (middle), (iii) tertiary education or
higher (high), and (iv) unknown.

Furthermore, we control for eligibility and leave
uptake by the male partner, region, age of the youngest
child at the end of the observation period, parity at the
end of the observation period, year of birth of the first
child, and length of the measurement window. Eligibility
and leave uptake by the male partner are two dichoto‐
mous variables, distinguishing between ever (1) and
never having been eligible (0) and ever (1) and never
having taken up leave (0) during the observation period.
Region is a categorical variable, measured at first birth,
distinguishing between (i) the Capital Region of Brussels,
(ii) Wallonia, and (iii) Flanders. The age of the youngest
child at the end of the observation period is included
both as a linear and a squared term as there is a nonlin‐
ear relationship between the age of the child and leave
uptake. Parity at the end of the observation period pro‐
vides information on women’s fertility experience within
the measurement window, which is likely to be associ‐
ated with the odds of leave‐taking during the period con‐
sidered, and which is included as a categorical variable

distinguishing between (i) one child, (ii) two children, and
(iii) three or more children. Finally, we include the year
of birth of the first child as parental leave policy has
changed and leave uptake has been rising throughout
our observation period.

4.3. Analyses

The descriptive analyses consist of a detailed examina‐
tion of mothers’ eligibility in terms of the four covariates
considered: age at first childbirth, partnership status,
migration background and level of education. The mul‐
tivariate analyses consist of two nested logit models of
mothers’ parental leave uptake. The first model (Model I)
examines the association between leave uptake and the
aforementioned four main covariates to document dif‐
ferential uptake of parental leave. Subsequently, the sec‐
ond model (Model II) includes the eligibility indicator to
examine whether and to what extent differentials in eli‐
gibility can effectively explain the observed associations
between leave uptake and the main covariates consid‐
ered in the analysis. Both logit models include all con‐
trol variables. To compare socio‐economic differentials in
leave uptake between models I and II (Mood, 2009), we
calculate predicted probabilities in leave uptake across
models assuming an average profile in terms of the
other covariates included in the model, and report pre‐
dicted probabilities as deviations from the grand mean
of parental leave uptake to facilitate the comparison of
gradients across covariates (Figure 3a to 3d; see Biegel,
Wood, & Neels, 2021).

5. Results

5.1. Descriptive Results: Social Inequalities in Eligibility

Figure 1 represents the distribution of mothers over the
categories of the eligibility indicator: 26.73%of themoth‐
ers in our sample are never eligible for parental leave,
meaning that they nevermet the eligibility criteriawithin
the measurement window. Hence, close to one‐fourth
of mothers are by default excluded from using parental
leave. In contrast, 39.65% of the mothers were continu‐
ously eligible, while another 33.62%was eligible through
a part of the observation window. Hence, in addition to
the share of mothers that is never eligible, one third of
all observed mothers were unable to meet the eligibility
criteria for a least some time during the observation.

Table 1 displays the summary statistics, as well as
socio‐economic differentials concerning the distribution
of eligibility. Table 1 shows that women who are older
when entering parenthood meet the eligibility crite‐
ria more often than women who had their first child
at a younger age. Furthermore, the large discrepancy
between mothers that did and did not have a partner
during the observation period is noteworthy: 49% of
the single mothers are never eligible for parental leave.
This contrasts sharply with mothers who had a partner,
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31–40%
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81–90%

91–99%

100% — con�nuously eligible

Figure 1. Distribution of the eligibility indicator 2000–2010 (proportion of time mothers were eligible for parental leave
over the observation window; N = 15,893). Source: BASD‐Panel, calculations by the authors.

of which only 24% never meets the eligibility criteria.
Mothers with a non‐Belgian migration background, par‐
ticularly first‐generation migrants and mothers originat‐
ing from Turkey or Morocco, display lower levels of eligi‐
bility than mothers with no migration background. Also,
an educational gradient can be discerned. Whereas 49%
of the low educated mothers are never eligible, this is
only 25% for middle educated mothers and 14% for high
educated mothers.

In addition, mothers are less often eligible when they
have two or more children compared to one, and at
higher ages of the youngest child. These findings poten‐
tially reflect changes in mothers’ labour force participa‐
tion after the transition to parenthood, as the adapta‐
tion of employment trajectories to the number and age
of children in the household may also affect mothers’
eligibility for parental leave. Finally, eligibility and leave
uptake of the male partner also seem to be positively
correlated with mothers’ eligibility, suggesting that the
social inequalities in eligibility and leave uptake are exac‐
erbated when considered at the couple level.

5.2. Multivariate Analyses of Uptake

Figures 2 and 3a‐d display the results of two nested
logit models of mothers’ parental leave uptake. The
weighted grand mean of parental leave uptake indicates
that 37% of the mothers in our sample used parental
leave. Model comparison points out that including the
eligibility indicator significantly increases the model fit
(Df(9), LR Chi2 = 4025.15, Prob > Chi2 = 0.000), and the
pseudo R2 increases from 17.89% in Model I to 37.13%
in Model II. The results of Model II show that concerning

mothers’ eligibility, a clear, almost linear pattern can be
discerned (Figure 2). The higher the proportion of time
a mother is eligible to take up parental leave, the higher
the probability that she will also actually do so. This find‐
ing corroborates the premise thatmotherswithmore sta‐
ble employment trajectories are muchmore likely to use
their leave entitlement than mothers with less stable or
even precarious employment trajectories. However, the
question remains to what extent this variation in eligibil‐
ity can account for differences in parental leave uptake
by mothers’ age at first birth, partnership status, migra‐
tion background and level of education.

Concerning mothers’ age at first birth, Figure 3a
(Model I) shows that deviations from the grandmean are
negative at younger ages, while positive at older ages.
Controlling for eligibility, differences between women
with different ages at first birth become smaller and the
age gradient becomes even clearer—with higher proba‐
bilities as the age at first birth increases (Figure 3a,Model
II). This suggests that lower levels of eligibility of younger
mothers can to a certain extent explain, though not
fully, age differences in mothers’ parental leave uptake.
The differential in leave use between single mothers
and mothers who had a co‐resident partner during the
observation period increases from 4 percentage points
before to 6 percentage points after controlling for eligi‐
bility (Figure 3d). Furthermore, the explanatory power
of mothers’ eligibility is notable when considering the
gradient in leave uptake by migration background and
level of education. Whereas large differences in leave
uptake exist between groups with different migration
backgrounds in Model I, these differences disappear to
a large extent when controlling for differential eligibility
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Table 1. Summary statistics and the distribution of the eligibility indicator by all covariates.

No. 0% Never > 0%, ≥ 50%, 100%
persons % eligible < 50% eligible < 100% eligible Always eligible

Leave uptake
No 10,032 63.12 42.34 18.46 14.40 24.79
Yes 5,861 36.88 0.00 5.99 28.92 65.09

Age at first birth
≤ 20 1,031 6.49 58.97 27.16 11.83 2.04
21–25 3,966 24.95 33.08 20.57 22.62 23.73
26–30 6,539 41.14 18.38 10.34 20.42 50.86
31–35 3,250 20.45 23.60 9.66 18.83 47.91
≥ 36 1,107 6.97 32.43 10.57 15.72 41.28

Partnership status
Single mother 1,661 10.45 49.25 16.98 11.08 22.70
Having a partner 14,232 89.55 24.10 13.50 20.77 41.63

Migration background
Belgium 9,675 60.88 15.82 11.00 22.77 50.41
Europe, 1st gen 1,373 8.64 45.88 15.15 15.37 23.60
Europe, 2nd gen 1,407 8.85 21.75 17.20 21.54 39.52
Other non‐Eu, 1st gen 1,347 8.48 50.63 21.46 11.95 15.96
Other non‐Eu, 2nd gen 338 2.13 25.44 14.50 24.85 35.21
Turkey/Morocco, 1st gen 1,086 6.83 67.68 18.88 6.26 7.18
Turkey/Morocco, 2nd gen 667 4.20 41.68 21.89 16.49 19.94

Level of education
Low 2,615 16.45 48.99 27.11 12.77 11.13
Middle 4,062 25.56 24.91 19.84 23.68 31.56
High 4,528 28.49 13.83 9.56 23.63 52.98
Unknown 4,688 29.50 28.35 5.44 16.51 49.70

Parity
1 child 7,676 48.30 29.43 12.05 14.70 43.82
2 children 6,360 40.02 21.97 14.45 24.06 39.53
3 or more children 1,857 11.68 31.88 19.33 25.96 22.83

Age youngest child
< 2,5 years 6,898 43.40 34.14 9.09 12.53 44.24
> 2,5 years, < 6 years 6,039 38.00 23.73 15.98 22.35 37.94
> 6 years 2,956 18.60 15.56 20.67 31.33 32.44

Eligibility partner
Never eligible 4,725 29.73 45.80 15.39 12.72 26.10
Ever eligible 11,168 70.27 18.66 13.22 22.73 45.39

Leave uptake partner
No uptake 14,729 92.68 28.15 14.39 19.32 38.15
Leave uptake 1,164 7.32 8.76 7.22 25.34 58.68

Region
Brussels 2,333 14.68 42.99 18.00 14.70 24.30
Wallonia 4,990 31.40 30.26 15.91 19.18 34.65
Flanders 8,570 53.92 20.25 11.54 21.47 46.74

Range Mean
Year 2000/2010 2005.30
# quarters observed 1/47 20.34

Total 15,893 100.00 26.73 13.86 19.76 39.65
Source: BASD‐Panel, calculations by the authors.
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Figure 2. Predicted probabilities of leave uptake by eligibility status of the mother, expressed as deviations from the grand
mean (assuming an average profile for other covariates; grand mean = 37%), Model II, 2000–2010. Source: BASD‐Panel,
calculations by the authors.
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in Model II (Figure 3c). In Model I, higher probabilities
of leave uptake are found among women with no migra‐
tion background, as well as all second‐generation moth‐
ers with a migration background. In contrast, lower than
average probabilities are found for first‐generationmoth‐
erswith amigration background—particularly those orig‐
inating from Turkey or Morocco. Controlling for eligibil‐
ity in Model II, the predicted probabilities for all ori‐
gin groups converge towards the grand mean. Only for
first and second‐generation mothers with a Turkish or
Moroccanmigration background do the probabilities still
differ significantly from the grand mean. As a result, dif‐
ferential eligibility almost fully explains the lower uptake
of parental leave by first and second generation moth‐
ers originating from European and non‐European coun‐
tries, and to a large extent also for first generation
Turkish and Moroccan mothers. Finally, figure 3d dis‐
plays the educational gradient inmothers’ parental leave
uptake. A clear positive gradient can be discerned in the
results of Model I, with a 35‐percentage‐point difference
between the probabilities of leave uptake of low and
highly educated mothers. Controlling for eligibility, how‐
ever, this difference almost completely disappears, sug‐
gesting that differences in parental leave uptake by level
of education can largely be accounted for by differential
access to parental leave.

6. Discussion

In the last decades of the 20th century, many Western
European countries introduced parental leave schemes
to foster work–family reconciliation in households with
young children. However, little is known about whether
these leave systems actually do so for all parents, or
whether their inclusiveness is limited to specific groups
of parents (Dobrotić & Blum, 2019a; Ellingsæter et al.,
2020; Kil et al., 2018). Particularly when eligibility criteria
are employment‐based, social inequalities in the access
to parental leave may be expected (McKay et al., 2016)
and may provide a potential explanation for selective
uptake of parental leave. Using detailed register‐based
microdata, we developed an individual‐level indicator of
eligibility in Belgium and deployed it to document differ‐
entiation in mothers’ eligibility by age at first birth, part‐
nership status, migration background and educational
level. Also, this article examines the extent to which dif‐
ferential eligibility can explain observed patterns of dif‐
ferential leave uptake.

This article reaches two main conclusions. First, in
Belgium, a considerable share of mothers is never eligi‐
ble and thus by design structurally excluded from tak‐
ing up parental leave. This group disproportionally con‐
sists of very young, single, and low educated mothers,
as well as mothers with a migration background, and
particularly first‐generation migrants. From a life‐course
perspective, this finding is not surprising, given that
young mothers have had less time to gain the neces‐
sary employment experience and that having amigration

background, and a low level of education or being a sin‐
gle parent have been shown to be associated with more
precarious employment positions and lower labour force
participation (Herremans et al., 2016; Kil et al., 2017;
Maes et al., 2018; Ruggeri & Bird, 2014). These posi‐
tions in turn hamper parents’ ability to obtain access
to parental leave. Furthermore, as many people find
themselves at an intersection of disadvantaged positions
(e.g., having a first‐generationmigration background and
being low educated), the observed gradients in eligibil‐
ity for parental leave are likely to work cumulatively and
lead to the structural exclusion of a group of parents
that is disadvantaged in multiple respects (Mussino &
Duvander, 2016). This is especially problematic as avail‐
able research shows that these groups also experience
more difficulties in accessing other social policies that
foster work–family reconciliation, such as subsidised for‐
mal childcare (Biegel et al., 2021; VandeGaer, Gijselinckx,
& Hedebouw, 2013) or subsidised outsourcing of house‐
hold chores (Marx & Vandelannoote, 2015), leading to
the near exclusion of these households from the entire
work–family reconciliation policy package.

Second, differential access to parental leave can
account for a large part of the inequalities in uptake of
parental leave in Belgium. When taking eligibility into
account, the negative association between younger ages
at childbirth and leave uptake decreases, migrant‐native
differentials to a large extent disappear and the educa‐
tional gradient is no longer observed. Hence, differential
eligibility can partly explain differences in leave uptake
by mothers’ age at first childbirth, as older parents are
more likely to have already establishedmore solid labour
market positions than very young parents. However, the
age gradient also becomes clearer when taking eligibil‐
ity into account, indicating that other factors that dif‐
fer between young and older parents—such as the abil‐
ity to take parental leave with low replacement benefits
(affordability) or career prospects—determine mothers’
parental leave uptake. The strong decrease or even disap‐
pearance of associations betweenmigration background
and leave use, and level of education and leave use indi‐
cate that precarious employment trajectories are a key
explanatory factor in social inequalities inmothers’ leave
use in these respects. These findings are particularly rele‐
vant as they at least suggest that a reconsideration of the
aspect of eligibility in Belgian parental leave policy may
decrease social inequalities in parental leave uptake to
a large extent. Research on the inclusiveness of parental
leave in Sweden indeed demonstrates that differences
in parental leave uptake between parents with and with‐
out a migration background are small in this context
with universal eligibility (Sainsbury, 2019). Concerning
partnership status, our findings indicate that eligibility
cannot fully explain differences in leave uptake between
single mothers and mothers who had a co‐resident part‐
ner during the observation period. Despite the large dis‐
parities in eligibility between mothers with and with‐
out a co‐resident partner documented in the descriptive
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analyses (Table 1), the multivariate results indicate that
differential eligibility does not account for the lower
level of leave uptake by single mothers, suggesting that
other factors are at play. In the Belgian context of low,
flat rate replacement benefits, affordability may be a
key factor in this respect, as there are no additional
financial resources from a co‐resident partner available
which could mitigate the income loss associated with
parental leave. Addressing such specific issues of afford‐
ability would be a fruitful path for future research. A sim‐
ilar conclusion can be made with respect to mothers
with aMoroccan or Turkishmigration background. In line
with previous research, we find that although differen‐
tial access to parental leave can explain part of the differ‐
ence between, especially, first‐generation mothers with
a Moroccan or Turkish migration background and moth‐
ers without a migration background, they are still less
likely to take up parental leave (Kil et al., 2018). These last
findings suggest that, even when eligible, leave uptake
may not be practically feasible for specific groups of par‐
ents, meaning that other factors such as benefit height,
flexibility in the uptake of leave schemes, workplace cul‐
tures, or other normative factors may also shape the
take‐up of parental leave.

Our findings may be particularly informative as
Western European countries increasingly exhibit
parental leave schemes where access to replacement
benefits is conditioned on employment‐based criteria.
In most of these countries, eligibility criteria have not
been subject to reforms aimed at increasing inclusive‐
ness since their introduction (Dobrotić & Blum, 2019a),
which is problematic as this implies that parental leave
policy reforms have hitherto predominantly benefitted
those already included. This article demonstrates that
employment‐based eligibility criteria may lead to the
structural exclusion of young parents, low educated
parents, single parents and parents with a migration
background. It provides insight into possible avenues for
addressing parental leave policies’ inclusiveness, start‐
ing with re‐thinking the essential first aspect of enti‐
tlement. Citizenship‐based eligibility criteria or mixed
systems with both citizenship‐ and employment‐based
eligibility criteria with different benefit levels depend‐
ing on which criteria were fulfilled may be a part of
such reflections. However, less drastic changes such
as uncoupling parental leave rights from strict condi‐
tions on seniority for the same employer or employ‐
ment for a more limited number of consecutive months
may well enable parents with more precarious employ‐
ment trajectories to use these policies to their advantage.
It should be noted that to date, parental leave is—at least
in Belgium—often not the single or main ingredient in
parents’ reconciliation strategies as it is limited in time
and often deployed in a flexible manner (i.e., part‐time).
It is, however, exemplary of broader challenges concern‐
ing inclusiveness when access to social policies is condi‐
tioned in terms of employment positions (Biegel et al.,
2021). Complementary to Esping‐Andersen’s concepts of

decommodification and ‘politics against markets,’ social
policies in contemporary welfare states increasingly dis‐
play aspects of re‐commodification by targeting labour
market integration, in particular by stimulating female
employment and work–family reconciliation (Cantillon
& Van Lancker, 2013; Iversen & Soskice, 2015; Morel,
2007). However, in the context of increasing dualisation
of European labour markets (Schwander & Häusermann,
2013), such policy design features are likely to reinforce
social inequalities. This is problematic for female labour
force participation and work–family reconciliation after
the transition to parenthood in the first place, but also
entails more long‐term and inter‐generational conse‐
quences (e.g., women’s build‐up of pension rights and
children’s later life outcomes respectively).

Finally, we identify a number of limitations and corre‐
sponding avenues for future research. First, concerning
the development of individual‐level eligibility indicators,
the availability of detailed information on employment
sectors is crucial in case of sectoral differences in legisla‐
tion. In this article, we narrowed down the public sector
to the educational sector and public administration due
to limited information on public versus private employ‐
ment. Hence, stricter eligibility criteria for the private sec‐
tor were also applied tomothers working in ‘undetected’
public sectors. For some mothers, this may have led to a
slight underestimation of the eligibility indicator. Second,
detailed registration of the duration and the degree of
reduction of employment in case of leave uptake (i.e.,
100%, 50% or 20%) is essential to analyse duration and
flexibility in uptake. Also, retrospective information of
this type would allow to reconstruct whether and when
exactly women have exhausted their parental leave and
are for that reason no longer eligible. Given that this
information is not fully available in the data at hand, for
some mothers, this may have led to a slight overesti‐
mation of the eligibility indicator. Third, the analytical
setup using cumulative or summary measures within a
specific observation window does not allow addressing
questions regarding the timing of leave uptake in relation
to time‐varying variables (e.g., eligibility, partnership),
and potential bias could result when addressing such
questions as variables measured at the time of the first
birth may change throughout themeasurement window.
We consider this article to be an early contribution on
social inequalities in eligibility for and uptake of parental
leave and consider the further exploration of inequalities
with respect to timing, duration and flexibility in leave
uptake to constitute fruitful paths for future research.
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