
With some caveats, NCT welcomes 
government plans to introduce 
shared parental leave and extend 
flexible working rights to all 
employees. Elizabeth Duff, NCT 
senior policy adviser, presents 
the issues.

up to 50 weeks of maternity leave, depending 
on how much maternity leave they took 
before the birth, but if their partner is also 
employed, the couple can choose to share 
parental leave between them. Both parents 
need to decide how they will do this and then 
each must inform their employer, providing at 
least eight weeks’ notice of intention to take 
flexible parental leave. So the mother could, 
for example, take the first eight months, with 
the father (or mother’s partner) taking the 
remaining four months; or the mother could 
return to work for a period in the middle of 
the year with the father taking care of the 
child at that time; or both parents could 
choose to stay at home together with the 
child for up to six months. The intention is 
that women will face less of a career penalty 
for taking an extensive period of time off. 
According to Clegg, this is ‘good news not 
only for parents and parents-to-be, but 
employers too who will benefit from a much 
more flexible and motivated workforce’.

New payments for flexible leave
The government is creating a new statutory 
payment for parents on flexible parental 
leave, with the same qualifying requirements 
that currently apply to statutory maternity 
and paternity pay. The new system will not 
restrict the flexibility of parental leave but will 
leave it to each parent and their employer 
to agree between themselves the pattern of 
leave. Fathers are also to gain a new right to 
take unpaid leave to attend two antenatal 
appointments. Statutory paternity leave will 
remain at two weeks, but the Government 
is to keep this under review and look at 
extending this period once the economy is in 
a stronger position.

Flexible working changes
There are also new proposals to extend 
the right to request flexible working to 
all employees, to give greater choice and 
freedom to workers and businesses. This will 
remove the cultural expectation that flexible 
working only has benefits for parents and 
carers, allowing individuals to manage their 
work alongside other commitments and 
improving the UK labour market by providing 
more diverse working patterns.

For example, grandparents could apply 
for flexible working to help care for their 
grandchildren. This change is likely to 
come into force in 2014 – earlier than the 
introduction of shared parental leave.

NCT’s response 
NCT has worked with a number of family 
and parents’ organisations to influence and 
help to shape these developments. NCT 
supports the aims of expanding the flexibility 
of leave arrangements and of encouraging 

Under new proposals for parental leave, 
announced by deputy prime minister Nick 
Clegg in November 2012 and due to be 
published in the Children and Families Bill in 
January 2013, parents will be able to choose 
how they share care of their child in the 
first year after birth. This move will support 
fathers’ greater involvement in childcare 
and is aimed at preventing women from 
dropping out of the workforce following 
childbirth. It is designed to attract and retain 
women employees, and allow both parents 
to keep a strong link with their workplace. 
As a foundation of our 2010-2020 strategy, 
NCT has established that parents face a 
key dilemma: how to balance the need for 
adequate income with spending time caring 
for their family. For women, the legislation 
should extend opportunities for flexible 
working, which can make it easier to juggle 
competing demands. For men, it makes it 
clearer that providing childcare is part of the 
deal of becoming a father. So far, so good.

Sharing childcare
Introducing flexible parental leave, which will 
come into force in 2015, Clegg described 
the current system of maternity leave as 
‘antiquated and out-of-step with the wishes 
of modern parents who want much greater 
flexibility in how they look after their children’.
Under the new proposals, employed mothers 
will continue to have to take at least the initial 
two weeks of leave after birth as a recovery 
period. After that, they will still be able to take 
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partners to share the joys and the hard work 
of early parenthood. We believe the proposed 
legislative changes will extend choice and 
enable more women to return confidently to 
work at the time they want to do so. 
The policy shift could provide mothers 
and fathers with more time to make good 
childcare arrangements. 

NCT concerns
•  Less scrupulous employers.  NCT is 

concerned that less scrupulous employers 
could put pressure on women to return 
to work earlier than they might wish. This 
should be evaluated in research.

•  Families on low incomes.  NCT is pleased 
to see the government considering 
extending paternity leave, and we 
recognise that tax reform may go some 
way to help lower earners. However, while 
flexibility is an excellent principle, we are 
concerned that families on low incomes 
will have fewer choices, that lower-income 
mothers will experience more pressures 
to return to work early and that children in 
these situations will remain at 
a disadvantage.

•  Impact on adjustment to motherhood 
and breastfeeding. There is a clear 
need for mothers to have extended 
periods of time with their baby – to bond, 
get to know each other and establish 
feeding patterns. In addition, it must be 
recognised that over 25% of births in the 
UK involve abdominal surgery and these 
mothers are likely to need months for full 
recovery. NCT feels it is a priority to know 
how many women return to work very 
soon after birth, the reasons for this and 
the impact for them and their baby in the 
short-term and in the years to follow. 

NCT would like to see longer periods of well-
paid leave for both parents, enabling a range 
of realistic options for all families.
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