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According to international standards and practice, the terms 
maternity and paternity leave are comprised in a broader concept, 
maternity protection. Maternity protection encompasses a range of 
policy areas, including labour, health, social protection, equality and 
non-discrimination (Figure 1). Some apply only to mothers, while 
others also apply to fathers.1 Generally, definitions in this primer 
reflect the terminology used by UN agencies, including the ILO, 
UNICEF and WHO.

There is an increasing recognition that maternity and care 
responsibilities do not exclusively affect mothers and that 
gender-transformative social protection systems should 
acknowledge and accommodate the role of fathers for the benefit 
of children and to ensure fairer outcomes for women. They should 
also recognize and guarantee the right to maternity protection to all 
parents including adoptive, LGBTQI+, migrants, and self-employed 
parents,without discrimination (ILO, 2022). 

THE RIGHT TO MATERNITY LEAVE 
AND MATERNITY CASH BENEFITS

Maternity leave and maternity cash benefits with adequate maternal 
and child healthcare are a core element of maternity protection, the 
health and economic protection of women and their children during 
the pre- and post-natal period.2 This is established in key universal 
human rights treaties, including the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights (1948), the Convention for the Elimination of All forms of 
Discrimination against Women (1979) and the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966). 
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International standards on maternity protection and social security 
provide more specific guidance on maternity leave and maternity 
benefits. The most recent international labour standards on this are the 
ILO Maternity Protection Convention (No.183) and Recommendation 
(No. 191), 2000. Together, they set clear minimum standards for leave 
entitlements and maternity cash benefits for new parents. 

All new mothers need income security, regardless of their 
employment status. The ILO Social Protection Floor Recommendation, 
2012 (No. 202) recognizes income protection as a basic social security 
guarantee applicable to all persons in active age who are unable to 
earn sufficient income in the case of maternity. More recently, the 
2021 ILO Resolution on social protection, called for all women to have 
access to leave, income security and healthcare during maternity. 
Such steps have opened the door for the expansion of maternity leave 
and maternity benefits to a broader scope of women and men. Still, 
only a few countries have used non-contributory schemes to extend 
this benefit to parents who are not yet covered through contributory 
schemes or those who are not . 

LEGAL COVERAGE AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF MATERNITY 
AND PATERNITY LEAVE WITH 
CASH BENEFITS

Globally, in 2021, 184 out of 185 countries, for which data are available, 
had provisions of maternity leave and 182 of these had paid leave. 
Moreover, 115 countries offered paternity leave, and in 102 it was paid.3 
However, effective coverage rates are much lower. 

FIGURE 1 THE COMPONENTS OF MATERNITY 
PROTECTION

Source: Author’s illustration based on ILO Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183) 
and accompanying Recommendation No. 191.
Note: Maternity protection is a fundamental right enshrined in several human and labour 
rights instruments. It has the objectives of enabling women to combine their reproductive 
and productive roles successfully, preventing unequal treatment at work and promoting 
equal opportunities and treatment in employment, without prejudice to health or 
economic security. While some components of maternity protection, such as health 
benefits, are applicable to all women regardless of their employment status, there is also a 
strong link between several other components of maternity protection and employment.
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THE IMPACT OF MATERNITY LEAVE 
AND MATERNITY CASH BENEFITS

In the absence of employment-protected leave and income security, 
working women must interrupt or reduce their participation in paid 
work to bear and rear their child, often with considerable loss of income, 
opportunities, and labour market attachment. Paid maternity leave to 
cover this period is critical to ensure that women do not have to work into 
late stages of their pregnancy, return to work prematurely or have to cope 
with the stress and worries of income insecurity. 

Evidence suggests that maternity leave and maternity benefits are 
beneficial to maternal physical and mental health over the perinatal 
period.7 It also contributes to the infant’s healthy development and 
survival by facilitating breastfeeding and enhancing parents’ ability to 
obtain immunizations and other medical care in the postnatal period. 
The World Health Organization recommends six months of exclusive 
breastfeeding and two years of continued breastfeeding. Across countries 
at different income levels, longer periods of maternity leave reduce 
infant mortality.8 Other evidence indicates that maternity leave and cash 
benefits can contribute to the prevention of family violence.9 Studies have 
found that fathers who take paternity leave are more involved in childcare 
and other responsibilities at home, which in turn benefits infant health.10 

Paid maternity leave of sufficient length also supports women’s economic 
empowerment. For example, in Viet Nam, the increased length in paid 
maternity leave in 2012 from 4 to 6 months was associated with an 
increase of 3.1 percentage points in women’s formal employment. The 
reform encouraged women to switch from informal and unpaid work to 
formal employment.11 Around the world, paid leave has been associated 
with increases in both women’s earnings and their long-term attachment 
to the labour force.12 Ultimately, paid parental leave supports overall 
economic growth by increasing women’s ability to contribute to family 
income and increasing resources for children, with benefits for the labour 
force in the long term. 

This may be because labour and social security legislation 
often does not recognize informal employment. In low- and 
middle-income countries, where the level of informality remains 
high overall, women are often overrepresented. Moreover, a lack 
of non-contributory schemes means that most people outside of 
the labour market are left out.

In Asia and the Pacific, 74 per cent of women in the labour force 
are legally covered by maternity cash benefits — 34 per cent 
through mandatory contributory schemes, 25 per cent through 
voluntary contributory schemes and 15 per cent through 
non-contributory programs. This mandatory coverage is lower 
compared to the global average of 44 per cent.4 Moreover, 
research shows that voluntary mechanisms usually do not achieve 
a substantial extension of coverage.5 As a result, the effective 
coverage of maternity protection in Asia and the Pacific was 
estimated at just 46 per cent of all women.6

The adequacy of cash benefits is essential to ensure health and 
income protection are being met. Other key design elements 
which affect coverage are the duration of leave and the source 
of funding of maternity leave cash benefits. These three design 
elements are reviewed in more detail below. 
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The potential effects of paid maternity leave in countries are 
dependent on the design and scope of national provisions. 
The source of funding, duration, and benefit level determine the 
effectiveness of this essential scheme. 

THE FINANCING OF SCHEMES IS 
CLOSELY RELATED TO ACCESS 
AND RELEVANCE13 

Maternity cash benefits are anchored in national social security 
legislation. Social insurance schemes form the vast majority of these 
benefits, with 117 countries around the world using them exclusively 
or in combination with other funding methods. When employers are 
solely responsible for the payment of maternity benefits, known as 
employer liability schemes, research indicates that these schemes 
work against women workers, as employers may be reluctant to 
hire, retain or promote them.14 

There has been a global shift away from reliance on employers 
to provide maternity leave benefits. Between 2011 and 2021, six 
countries in Asia and the Pacific – Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
Nepal, Pakistan, the Republic of Korea and Thailand – changed the 
source of funding from employer liability to social insurance.15

The ILO maternity protection standards specifically require that 
benefits are provided through schemes based on solidarity and 
risk-pooling, such as social insurance, because these schemes ensure 
a fairer distribution of the costs and responsibility of reproduction. 

The 
importance of 
well-designed 
maternity 
leave and 
cash benefit 
policies
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Benefits aimed at enhancing nutrition and health outcomes for 
pregnant women and their babies are often not anchored in 
legislation and tend to cover only a fraction of the population, often 
with very modest benefit levels. In many countries, these benefit 
schemes tend to be means-tested, leaving a missing middle without 
access to either contributory or non-contributory benefits. These 
schemes tend to also attach strict behavioral conditions to receiving 
the benefits that reinforce the traditional division of paid and 
unpaid work and care responsibilities between women and men.

Particular attention is needed to extend coverage to those categories 
of workers who are not yet adequately covered within these schemes. 
For example, some countries, particularly in South Asia, exclude 
self-employed and contributing family workers from the system. 

To alleviate the financial burden for low-income self-employed 
workers, some governments subsidize such programs or require 
self-employed workers to make only a minimum payment, as is the 
case in Japan, the Philippines and Thailand. Yet, the fact remains that 
no country has managed to substantially increase coverage through 
voluntary schemes.16 

In addition, an increasing number of countries are providing 
maternity cash through non-contributory schemes. This is an 
important means of ensuring maternity protection for those women 
who do not qualify for contributory schemes or employer liability 
provisions. 

Non-contributory benefits do not need to be directly associated with 
an interruption of employment, but pursue a broader objective of 
providing pregnant women and new mothers with a predictable cash 
benefit during the final stages of their pregnancy and after childbirth. 
As such, these benefits also reach informally employed women and 
women mostly engaged in unpaid work. A good example of this is 
Armenia’s maternity allowance, paid to non-employed pregnant 
mothers for the same leave period as employed women, albeit at 
a lower rate. The benefit is financed from general tax revenues.17 

Combining contributory and non-contributory mechanisms 
is a practical way to achieve the goal of universal coverage. 
Box  1 provides an example of how this is achieved in Mongolia. 
The effective coordination of these mechanisms within the social 
protection system is essential to guarantee at least a basic level of 
income security. 

BOX 1 AN EXAMPLE OF USING 
NON-CONTRIBUTORY MATERNITY 
BENEFIT SCHEMES 
Most countries with strong social insurance systems use 
a combination of social insurance and non-contributory 
schemes. In Mongolia, employees are covered by social 
insurance on a mandatory basis and receive a replacement rate 
of 100 per cent of their covered wage for four months. Herders, 
self-employed and workers in informal jobs can join the scheme 
on a voluntary basis and receive maternity cash benefits for four 
months at a replacement rate of 70 per cent of their selected 
reference wage after 12 months of contributions. In addition, 
maternity cash benefits under the Social Welfare Scheme 
are provided to all pregnant women and mothers of infants 
regardless of their contribution to the social insurance scheme, 
status in employment or nationality. Maternity care is also 
provided through the universal tax-funded healthcare system.

Source: ILO, “World Social Protection Report 2017–19: Universal Social Protection to 
Achieve the Sustainable Development Goals,” Report (Geneva: International Labour Office, 
November 29, 2017), http://www.ilo.org/global/publications/books/WCMS_604882/lang--
en/index.htm.
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BENEFITS SHOULD 
BE ADEQUATE

The level of maternity leave cash benefits should sustain a mother’s 
and her child’s health and economic independence, but also act to 
constrain traditional gender division of labour in the household. 
ILO Convention No.183 mandates that income replacement should 
be at least two-thirds of past earnings and Recommendation No. 
191 suggests 100 per cent replacement. 

Many countries in Asia and the Pacific meet these standards and 
already offer 100 per cent replacement rate, including Bangladesh, 
the Republic of Korea and Timor-Leste. The most common method 
for calculating cash benefits is to base it on the woman’s past 
earnings, which sometimes can be the average of the past year, 
while in other countries it is the wage of last pay day. 

THE DURATION OF 
LEAVE MATTERS

An adequate duration of leave is important to ensure a proper 
recovery from pregnancy and birth. On the other hand, long leave 
periods, especially in the absence of job protection, may harm 
women’s advancement in paid work. Many studies indicate a leave 
period of 12 months as the pivotal point, but there is currently 
no consensus about the optimal length. Cross-national studies 
have found that leave allowances from 8 to 12 months, reduce the 
gender earnings gap.18 

ILO standards mandate a minimum maternity leave period of 14 
weeks and recommend increasing it to at least 18 weeks to ensure 
an adequate rest and recovery time. In the region, 17 countries 
meet or exceed ILO maternity protection standards, with one of the 
most substantial being Viet Nam where women have 26 weeks of 
guaranteed paid leave.

In addition to statutory leave, it is also important for systems to 
include provisions to extend prenatal and postnatal leave in the 
case of a longer or shorter pregnancy than was anticipated, as well 
as additional leave in case of illness or complications. 

It is also vital to determine when and how the leave can be taken. 
Countries differ considerably in how much choice women have 
over when they may take statutory leave and how to distribute it 
before and after childbirth. ILO Conventions include a compulsory 
leave period of six weeks after childbirth to protect the health 
of the mother and child. Overall, the duration of leave should be 
highly sensitive to the national context, including the level of 
income replacement and job protection available but also the 
existence of complementary provisions in the continuum of care, 
such as paternity leave and public childcare.
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The need for 
additional 
care leave 
schemes and 
associated 
benefits

BETTER CARE LEAVE AND SOCIAL 
PROTECTION POLICIES CAN 
BENEFIT LABOUR MARKETS

Estimations of cost and benefits of investing in universal and 
integrated care policies, including paid maternity, paternity, and 
parental leave, vary significantly across countries.19 However, 
in terms of benefits, results indicate a positive net induced 
employment in every country. While the extension of paid leave 
would not create any new jobs, it could benefit labour supply by 
maintaining the employment – and consequently the earnings 
– of mothers. For example, by expanding paid leave, China could 
potentially generate over 1.3 million jobs. Countries with existing 
high rates of female labour force participation (Cambodia, Vietnam 
and Lao People’s Democratic Republic) stand to gain the most 
in preventing maternity from driving women out of the formal 
labour market or reducing hours spent in paid work. Countries like 
Indonesia – which have historically had lower female labor market 
participation rates – could potentially generate almost 300,000 jobs 
through such policies.

According to the same calculations, the required total investment 
to expand universal maternity, paternity and parental paid leave 
policies for all employed mothers and fathers, formally and 
informally, by the year 2035 would be lower than 0.5 per cent of 
GDP in 18 out of the 22 countries examined. 

The need for additional care leave schem
es 

and associated benefits
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The length of paternity leave is far shorter than the length of 
maternity leave, with a global average of only nine days.20 Where 
available, paternity leave is usually granted as a short period 
following childbirth. In this sense, it aims to assist the mother to 
recover from childbirth but might not be enough to ensure other 
goals such as enabling fathers to bond with their baby or to share 
unpaid care work. Instead, paternity leave should give fathers the 
opportunity to engage with daily realities of childcare, enabling 
them to develop parenting skills and to become active co-parents 
throughout the life of the child.

Accordingly, many countries have reformed their leave policies to 
facilitate greater involvement of fathers and other actual caregivers 
in childcare through introducing or extending paternity leave, 
as well as designing parental leave in a way that encourages the 
participation of fathers and LGBTQI+ parents. In Asia and the 
Pacific, in 2021, only 18 per cent of potential fathers had the right 
to at least one day of statutory paternity leave. Over the past ten 
years, nine countries have introduced paternity leave or extended 
existing paternity leave. 

Instead of a dedicated paternity leave, several countries offer 
general emergency leave or family leave, which can be used by 
new fathers at the time of childbirth. While these provisions may 
make it possible for fathers to take time off from work during the 
birth of a child, they are not specific paternity leave entitlements. 
Often these entitlements can be used also for other family events, 
such as funerals, emergencies or weddings. These arrangements 
therefore fail to identify childbirth as a legitimate life cycle event 
and concern of working fathers, reflecting a social attitude which is 
not supportive of their caregiving role.

Maternity protection measures and the design of family policies 
have profound implications for gender equality and women’s 
rights beyond delivery and childbirth. Social norms and structural 
inequalities, such as persistent discrimination in the labour markets 
continue to compel women to be the main caregivers and men to 
work longer hours as the main income earners. 

The main drivers behind the disadvantages that women with 
children face are the unequal distribution of unpaid care work 
within families, the lack of affordable and good quality care 
services, as well as discriminatory attitudes and expectations 
around gender roles. Other factors include the career breaks for 
paid and unpaid maternity and care leave, lack of other maternity 
protection policies and family-friendly working arrangements and 
lack of sickness benefits for sick children. 

Other forms of family leave to care of newborn and young children 
are therefore critical, not least for parents to reconcile work and 
family life. These include paternity leave, parental leave and other 
types of special leave, as well as more flexibility when returning to 
work through policies such as flexi-time, part-time and teleworking 
arrangements.

PATERNITY LEAVE: 
SHORT BUT ON THE RISE 

Pregnancy and childbirth are experiences uniquely related to 
the reproduction and sustainability of life, meaning that women 
require a period of leave to ensure rest and physical recovery 
from childbirth. In contrast, caring and parenting are not uniquely 
gendered and should be shared between the parents and other 
actual caregivers. 
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PARENTAL LEAVE ALLOWS 
FOR CARE BEYOND INFANCY 
AND SUPPORT BALANCING 
EMPLOYMENT AND CARE 

Parental leave schemes to care for the child go beyond maternity 
or paternity leave schemes. The provision of job-protected care 
leave after the end of maternity and paternity leave is important for 
a worker’s ability to reconcile care responsibilities and employment. 
This is particularly the case when quality and affordable childcare 
services in line with working parents’ working schedules are not 
available or affordable. These parental leave schemes tend to be 
of longer duration and available to one or both parents. In the 68 
countries worldwide that offer parental leave, the average duration 
is close to 2 years. In the Asian and Pacific region, the right to 
parental leave is almost unheard of in national legislation.23

When both women and men take parental leave there are 
numerous benefits for both parents and children. In these cases, 
parental leave is a key enabler for the “continuum of care policies” 
that are necessary until the beginning of primary education. 
Once enrolled in childcare or school, parents can avail of special 
care leave to tend to the needs of children when sick or other 
contingencies arise.

Take-up rates of parental leave entitlements remain low among 
men. Long and low-paid parental leave can weaken women’s 
standing in the labour market, as they remain the main users of 
this provision. Policy measures that help take-up of parental leave 
include adequate compensation during leave, allocating defined 
portions of parental leave as individual and non-transferable, rather 
than shared entitlements, and increasing the flexibility with which 
they can be taken. 

PATERNITY LEAVE: INCREASING 
TAKE-UP OF PATERNITY LEAVE 

Evidence confirms that when fathers take paternity leave, they 
increase their long-term involvement in unpaid care work 
and in doing so promote greater participation of mothers in 
employment.21 However, take-up can also be an issue, even in 
high-income countries. In Japan, only six per cent of eligible fathers 
make use of their paid paternity leave entitlements, which has 
recently been extended to four weeks.22 

Some reasons for low take-up rates of parental leave by men 
include cultural traditions and gender stereotypes. In particular, 
there is a societal expectation that the mother, considered the ideal 
caregiver in many countries, should take all or most of the leave 
available to the household, prioritizing care over employment. 
Therefore, the legal provision and design of paternity and parental 
leave policies play a key role in changing mindsets and promoting 
a more equal sharing of family responsibilities between women 
and men.
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After the birth it is important to have a period of mandatory 
maternity leave in line with medical recommendations on postnatal 
care. Non-compulsory care should also be organized in line with 
best practices. The compulsory paternity leave period, as well as the 
duration of the remaining parental leave period should be aligned 
with the age upon which other childcare options become widely 
accessible and affordable. At that stage, leave for children’s care will 
continue to be important for parents to be able to balance those 
responsibilities with those of paid employment. Together, these 
measures play a complementary but crucial role in supporting the 
harmonization of care and employment over the life cycle.  

It is also important to acknowledge the diversity of family 
structures and needs, calling for coverage and measures for single 
parents, same-sex couples, cohabiting couples, adoptive parents, 
surrogate parents, and parents of children with disabilities. Many 
countries also provide for special periods of leave for miscarriage, 
stillbirth, death, or other complications arising from childbirth. 
Indonesia, for example, provides leave for one-and-a-half months 
in the case of a miscarriage. 

Finally, leave to care for children’s health facilitates the continuing 
participation of parents in their children’s care after parental leave 
has ended. An increasing number of countries provide paid leave 
for children’s health needs either in the form of leave specifically for 
this purpose or other leave for family needs.24 When paid parental 
leave is accompanied by paid leave for children’s health needs, 
parents are given the opportunity to minimize the risk and duration 
of illness beyond infancy. Studies from high-income countries have 
shown that parental care of sick children is associated with faster 
recovery, shorter hospital stays, lower risks of re-hospitalization, 
and better health outcomes.25

OTHER LEAVE SCHEMES 
AND THE CONTINUUM OF 
CARE POLICIES

In addition to maternity and paternity leave, there are other 
leave schemes and working arrangement policies that can 
help workers to balance their employment with family 
responsibilities. Continuum of care policies refer to a package of 
care provisions that follow an individual through time, adapting to 
their changing needs (figure 2). It is thus a concept inherent in the 
life cycle approach to social protection. In maternity, a continuum 
of care should design social protection policies around medical 
care recommendations and follow persons from pre-pregnancy to 
pregnancy, childbirth and parenting.

A variety of policies are required to enable the continuum of care 
and ensure the wellbeing of mothers, fathers and their children. 
Maternity protection starts even before conception through 
access to affordable and good-quality family planning. During 
pregnancy, it is important that women have several types of 
paid leave available. These include sickness benefits in case of 
complications with the pregnancy, pregnancy allowances in case 
the mother is healthy but there is a risk to the child’s health, and 
paid time-off to attend the recommended antenatal care visits 
during working hours. 
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FIGURE 2 THE CONTINUUM OF CARE LEAVE POLICIES

Source: Author’s illustration.
Note: The figure depicts the usual components of maternity and other leave policies, but these may be arranged differently depending on the national context.
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Did you get that?
KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE POLICY GUIDE: 
“HOW TO DESIGN PAID MATERNITY AND PATERNITY LEAVE POLICIES”

Maternity protection encompasses a range of policy areas and 
aims to enable women to combine their reproductive and 
productive roles successfully, without prejudice to health or 
economic security. 

The fundamental right to paid and job-protected maternity, 
paternity and parental leave is a core part of maternity 
protection and should be guaranteed to all women and men. 

$

A combination of contributory and non-contributory maternity 
benefits is a practical way to ensure universal coverage and 
guarantee at least a minimum level of income security for 
low-income mothers, whilst enabling others to reach higher levels of 
income security.

A variety of policies are required to enable the continuum of care 
and foster more work-life balance. 

A more equitable sharing of care responsibilities between women 
and men is critical to make progress towards gender equality in the 
labour market. 
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