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About the Centre for Social Justice
Established in 2004, the Centre for Social Justice is an independent think-tank that studies the root causes of
Britain’s social problems and addresses them by recommending practical, workable policy interventions. The
CSJ’s vision is to give people in the UK who are experiencing the worst multiple disadvantages and injustice every
possible opportunity to reach their full potential.
The majority of the CSJ’s work is organised around five “pathways to poverty”, first identified in our
groundbreaking 2007 report Breakthrough Britain. These are: educational failure; family breakdown; economic
dependency and worklessness; addiction to drugs and alcohol; and severe personal debt.
Since its inception, the CSJ has changed the landscape of our political discourse by putting social justice at
the heart of British politics. This has led to a transformation in government thinking and policy. For instance,
in March 2013, the CSJ report It Happens Here shone a light on the horrific reality of human trafficking and
modern slavery in the UK. As a direct result of this report, the Government passed the Modern Slavery Act 2015,
one of the first pieces of legislation in the world to address slavery and trafficking in the 21st century.
Our research is informed by experts including prominent academics, practitioners and policy-makers. We also
draw upon our CSJ Alliance, a unique group of charities, social enterprises and other grass-roots organisations
that have a proven track-record of reversing social breakdown across the UK. The social challenges facing Britain
remain serious.
In 2022 and beyond, we will continue to advance the cause of social justice so that more people can continue to
fulfil their potential.
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Foreword
By Cristina Odone, Head of Family,
The Centre for Social Justice
The pandemic held few benefits for families across the country – but
Lockdown Dads were a significant and welcome development. Fathers
during Covid-19 doubled the time they spent in childcare from 2014. 78
per cent of dads reported spending more time with their children and 65
per cent reported a better relationship with their children, according to the
Fatherhood Institute.
This is good news. We know that a father who engages with their child(ren) is less likely to separate from the mother.
Their baby will show greater cognitive development at five months, as a toddler they will have better problemsolving skills, and by age three they have on average a higher IQ score than children without a present father.
But not all children benefit from a responsible father, who engages with them: across the UK 2.7 million children
have no father figure at home, representing almost one in five of all dependent children, the CSJ calculated in
its 2018 report, Testing Times. In the black Caribbean community, according to findings published by the Race
and Ethnic Disparities Commission last year, the percentage of children raised in fatherless households is an
astounding 63 per cent.
Governments, traditionally, have been reluctant to address this issue, arguing that the way in which individuals
arrange their family lives is a personal choice without wider consequence. Our research challenges this, however.
From our landmark report, Breakdown Britain (2007), successive CSJ reports have highlighted that certain family
structures – notably the involvement of both parents – produce better outcomes for children. And, in fact, many
families have in reality very little choice in how they balance work and family commitments.
For instance, around two-thirds of mothers want the father of their child to be present when they attend ante
natal appointments and during childbirth. Yet one third of low-income dads did not or could not attend ante
natal appointments because their employers made no allowance for them to do so. Most dads would like to feel
they are part of the pregnancy process – yet told the CSJ that they are made to feel “like a spare part” by health
visitors, midwives and even the NHS literature surrounding a baby’s birth.
Can policy change the gap between a father’s role as parents would ideally like it and the present reality?
We agree with Gareth Davies MP that it can and, indeed, that it must.
In this CSJ Discussion Paper, Gareth Davies argues that government can take on a crucial role in changing our
paternity leave system. At present the paternity offer is inadequate, he argues; take-up last year was as low as
just 170,000 fathers – a quarter of new fathers in employment. Instead of enabling new fathers to participate
fully in their child’s first 1,001 days – a period which neuroscience tells us is key for their cognitive development –
too many employers hinder this important relationship by adhering to inflexible schedules and budgets. Keeping
fathers from fulfilling their responsibility as a parent strikes us as a short-sighted practice, bad for staff morale
and ultimately productivity. As this Discussions paper outlines, there is growing evidence that the opposite is
true: those who encourage good family-work balance reap benefits in terms of staff recruitment and retention,
as well as increased profits.
A series of CSJ Family Policy Unit reports have shed light on the importance of strengthening families. Failure to
do so risks parents’ and children’s outcomes, but also affects society more widely, including in the form of antisocial behaviour and the expensive interventions this requires. Through our Discussions series, we are pleased to
give a platform to this important paper.
A responsible father should not be a lucky add-on in a child’s life; he should be an engaged, nurturing and
constant presence. Improving the paternity leave system is a critical first step in ensuring this.
3

How we can support mothers, babies, and
society by extending paternal rights
Family and politics are irrevocably intertwined. Supporting families and strengthening the bonds upon which
they are founded reinforces the social fabric that binds us all, and ensures that children have the values,
knowledge, and support to thrive for the rest of their lives. Successive governments have rightly acknowledged
this importance. The coalition Government introduced the Family Test in 2014 to ensure policy decisions made
by Ministers recognised the impact on family functioning and relationships,1 which has been strengthened by
cross-government implementation following the Department for Work and Pensions’ review in 2018.2 This
Government has also demonstrated steadfast commitment to this vision, pledging an additional £500 million to
support young families. The Chancellor’s Autumn Budget and Spending Review delivered a network of 75 ‘family
hubs’ in England to offer comprehensive family support, including breastfeeding advice and mental health
services, whilst also extending covid response programmes for vulnerable families.3
We should be proud of the groundwork laid by successive Conservative governments in placing families at the
heart of policymaking, and we should continue to boldly acknowledge the central importance of a strong family
unit. But we can build further on what we have achieved thus far, and this may be the perfect moment. The
pandemic has changed family life – and it may yet transform our culture.

Part 1: The Role of Dads
As the world has changed, so too has parenting and family life. More fathers have been caring for their children
more than ever before,4 with lockdown dads undertaking 58% more childcare.5 This marks a significant cultural
shift: for so long, the importance of a father’s engagement with his child – for all members of the family unit –
has been overlooked.
Neuroscience shows that a father’s active involvement in their child’s early years is critical not only for the child’s
emotional and mental development, but for their ability to forge and maintain stable relationships and their life
chances more broadly. Academics at the University of Newcastle have found that children whose fathers spent
more time with them in their early years had higher IQs than those without this engagement.6 When fathers are
involved in their children’s lives, beyond merely living in the same household, children score higher on measures
of cognitive development by 5 months and have higher IQ scores at the age of 3, according to the report
Testing Times.7 Staggeringly, these differences were still evident at the age of 42.8
Paternal involvement also impacts a child’s behaviour. Various studies have demonstrated how a father’s
commitment to his child’s education improves school behaviour and attainment. While most children are first
exposed to criminality and substance abuse at school, high paternal involvement in this period reduces the risk of
engagement and potential suspension or exclusion from school. This in turn increases educational attainment.9
A 2004 study found that fathers’ involvement with their pre-teen children improves national examination
performance much later in a child’s life. This persists across all social classes.10
And as for the family unit as a whole, fathers who are involved in childcare early on are almost a third less likely
to separate from the child’s mother.11
Today, 1 million children in the UK are growing up without a father. That represents 90% of all lone parent
families in the UK,12 and an increase from 802,387 fatherless children in 2010. If we are to create stronger
families, public policy must facilitate equal and active participation by both parents in the early years. So often,
fathers are overlooked and marginalised by a perception of their role as somehow ancillary to that of mothers.
This is wrong – and unpopular: the vast majority of Britons believe parenting should be a balanced partnership,
with 95% of men agreeing that fathers are vital to a child’s wellbeing.13
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Since 2013, successive governments have sought to design a system that will encourage the full involvement of
both parents from the earliest stages of childhood. Yet there is more that can be done in public policy terms in
recognising the unique role that fathers play – even though two-thirds of mothers identify their partners as the
primary source of support to them.14
Existing progress on statutory paternity leave (SPL) and pay in the UK can be developed further. SPL is two weeks in
duration and both weeks are paid at a flat rate. This can only be taken in one go and must end within 56 days of the
child’s birth. By comparison, statutory maternity leave is 52 weeks in duration and paid for 39 weeks, at a flat rate for
33 weeks, after a six-week period which is compensated at 90% of average weekly earnings. For SPL, fathers must
have been continuously employed by their employer for at least 26 weeks up to any day in the ‘qualifying week’ (the
15th week before the baby is due).15 For a mother to take leave, there is no such requirement.
So, not only are there various practical impediments to accessing the leave system for fathers, but its rigidity also
deprives fathers of the ability to choose an appropriate time and the ability to offer support for any meaningful
length of time in the early postnatal period.
This poses a real challenge to fathers seeking to play an equal role in their child’s early life. The law firm EMW
LLP’s analysis estimates that only a quarter of new dads chose to take paternity leave in the year to March 2021
- a 10-year low in uptake numbers.16 Only 170,000 men took paternity leave last year, compared to more than
650,000 women who took maternity leave during the same period.
Two factors primarily account for this disparity:17
1.	Employment status: Paternity leave is a right exclusive to employees, excluding ‘workers’ and the selfemployed. The rise in self-employed work stopped around 91,500 working dads getting any statutory
paternity pay to take paternity leave. This is not true of self-employed mothers, who may be eligible for a
maternity allowance.
2.	Length of time in employment: Fathers must have been in continuous employment for 26 weeks (just
over six months) by the end of the 15th week before the expected week of childbirth in order to qualify for
leave. This is not the same for mothers.
Uptake levels continue to fall among fathers. The numbers in 2021 are down from 213,500 men who took leave
in the year 2017-201818 – an indication that men increasingly view the opportunity to take paternity leave as
financially impractical.
The UK has also been consistently ranked one of the least family-friendly countries in the world for parental leave,19
and is ranked in the bottom ten of the 41 countries in the OECD for paternity leave. Globally, 28 countries have
better paternity leave and pay schemes than the UK, and further countries continue to pull ahead: the number of
countries enshrining paid paternity leave into domestic law has more than doubled to 94 in the last 20 years.20
It is true that statutory paternity rights alone may be an arbitrary gauge of national practice, given the
opportunity for companies to provide more generous entitlements. Aviva, for example, is among the growing
number of companies offering employees equal parental leave. Employees are entitled to six months of parental
leave on full pay, irrespective of gender or how they became parents. If both parents work at Aviva, they can
take six months of paid leave at the same time, making it one of the most generous in the UK.21 On the whole,
however, businesses have not recognised the need for equal parental leave on the scale that we might hope for.
In the UK, just 7% of organisations provide additional time and flexibility.
It is right that primary caregiving legislation prioritises the mother. A mother and father’s pre-birth experience
are not the same and this means giving mothers time to recover from birth, as well as to establish breastfeeding
and a bond with their baby. For fathers, it means supporting the mother’s recovery and early bonding with the
baby. Research shows that 2/3 of mothers, when asked who they most rely on for support during pregnancy and
childbirth, name the father of their child.22 In its current form, however, the system can preclude fathers’ chances
of supporting mothers when they most need them – let alone establishing themselves as independent parents in
their own right.
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Part 2: Wider Society
The limitations of the present paternity leave system are perhaps indicative of a wider inequality of perception
between mothers and fathers, which hurts both groups as well as their children. If we are to ask and expect
more of fathers, and encourage their having a greater role, we must ensure that the language they are assigned
reflects their importance, both for their sake and to increase the equal division of responsibility between both
parents.
Much has been written about the sidelining of dads in official correspondence and appointments; fathers can
be forgotten about by frontline professionals during ante and postnatal visits. Many fathers report being treated
with suspicion as potential abusers of either mother or child. While abuse is a legitimate concern and must be
considered thoroughly, this general approach in broader terms can be counterproductive. The term ‘woman’s
partner’ is the most commonly used by maternity services, despite 95% of couples registering a birth together.
Babies’ biological fathers are not abstract support-people, lacking any unique and independent connection with
the child. This misguided perception harms mothers and children as much as fathers, and could be ameliorated
by public policy; inclusive official correspondence that directly addresses the father could be an apposite starting
point.
The inclusion of father-focused activities and counselling within our family hubs to rebalance the children service
landscape going forward could also help. This is as much about equality between mothers and fathers as it is
about enabling fathers to undertake childcare duties: enabling fathers to play a more active role in this regard
can only be good for mothers and for women’s equality, whether at home or as they return to work, especially
if a family plans for the father to undertake primary childcare responsibilities as the mother’s leave comes to an
end.
Physical impediments to active fatherhood are often overlooked too. Fathers in the UK consistently find
themselves considerably disadvantaged in the day-to-day caring of their child. One pertinent example is the lack
of changing facilities in male bathrooms: TheDadsNet – a leading network of dads in the UK – found in 2018
that nearly 50% of surveyed fathers admitted to having no choice but to change their baby’s nappy in the car.
One in ten also resorted to changing their baby on the floor of a public toilet – a disquieting, but somewhat
unsurprising statistic given that there is no legislation which mandates the provision of baby changing facilities in
public toilets.23 While Baroness Randerson’s amendment to the Non-Domestic Rating (Public Lavatories) Act 2021
had the right intentions in this regard, requiring the Government to review the Act’s impact on the provision of,
inter alia, baby changing facilities within 12 months of the Act coming into force, such a change could be better
executed by Government legislation.24 Fathers’ difficulties in finding changing facilities when out with young
children inevitably means that such responsibilities continue to fall largely to mothers, irrespective of fathers’
desires to undertake them – perpetuating an unequal division of labour between mothers and fathers, as well as
traditional notions of predominantly maternal domestic and child-rearing duties.
I hope that the ongoing review of statutory building regulations will address access to changing facilities as a
priority, to bolster the equal division of familial obligations between parents rather than leaving it to traditional
gender roles, and for the sake of every single component of the family unit: baby, father, and mother.
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Part 3: Families and the economy
As much as responsible fatherhood is necessary in practical, social, and moral terms to strengthen and support
the family unit, and to foster equal responsibilities as well as rights between mothers and fathers, it also makes
basic economic sense. While some economists have argued that improving statutory leave rights of any sort
harms productivity, those claims do not stand up to scrutiny. The evidence is clear that strong families – families
that are enabled to have full, dual-parental involvement in childcare as discussed above – create strong,
prosperous, and more productive economies.
A 2015 AEI study, (controlled for educational, taxational, and education-funding inter-state discrepancies) found
states in the USA with the highest share of married-parent families are better off than states with the lowest
share of such families by $1,451 in per capita GDP and $3,654 in median family income. Those states with
the highest share of married-parent families also had 10.5% more upward mobility for children of low-income
households, with all the wider economic as well as social benefits that mobility brings. Households with children
and both parents present also accumulate more assets and have higher rates of income.25
The study also showed that such households lead to more economically productive men, enough to offset and
outgrow the comparative reduction in economic productivity generated by women taking more traditional
domestic roles once they become mothers. There is no reason that this increase in economic productivity
resultant from strong family units could not be spread more equally in career development and earnings terms
between mothers and fathers. Increasing paternity leave rights, thereby making it easier for family units to
choose working arrangements that work for them and making it easier for mothers to return to work sooner if
they choose to do so while the father takes further leave, for example, would reduce one obstacle to achieving
this. As it stands, strong family units are more economically productive, but this is currently split unevenly in
career and earnings terms, swinging strongly in favour of the father’s career. That imbalance can be redressed,
without sacrificing the increased productivity such households generate, by enabling fathers to take more leave
and thus giving mothers greater flexibility to return to work or focus more on their careers post-birth than they
are currently able to.
Increasing paternal involvement in early stages of childhood strengthens families (as discussed above) – as well as
improving children’s life chances – and stronger family units create more economic growth, with all the resultant
prosperity and improved living standards that brings. A 2018 Institute for Family Studies report, controlling for
education, urbanisation, age, population size, and other sociodemographic factors, found an extremely clear
link between strong family structure and economic growth globally: “for every 13-percentage-point increase in
the proportion of adults who are married, there was an 8 percent increase in per capita GDP […] likewise, every
13-percentage-point increase in the proportion of children living in two-parent families is associated with a 16
percent increase in per capita GDP.”26 Strengthening paternity leave provision not only could result in better
social outcomes and happier families, but more economic growth overall, as well as economic activity and career
development that can be more evenly split between father and mother.
Not only is it not true that strong parental leave provisions are incompatible with unharmed economic growth,
the two go hand in hand. By strengthening the family unit through improving statutory parental leave rights
(amongst other potential measures), thereby decreasing lone parenthood or divided households, we can
strengthen not only society and our children’s life prospects, but gender equality in career development and
income terms, as well as bolstering productivity and our economic future too.
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Conclusion
Family is the most important institution in this country. Family, not government, should shape our lives and
the life chances of our children. It is the foundation stone of our social framework, and for our children and
generations to come, we must do all we can to strengthen and support family life.
Our family policy must redress the inequalities of both rights and responsibilities afforded to mothers and fathers
respectively if children’s lives and maternal rights are themselves to be improved. It is only by recognising fathers’
crucial role, and by affording them greater rights and recognition that familial and economic obligations will
become more evenly and freely divided between mothers and fathers, rather than merely by virtue of their
respective sex. The independent role that fathers can play and the value this has for children’s development could
be acknowledged to a greater degree by public policy. While good work has been done, more can be achieved –
with redressing the disparities between parental leave rights, targeted official correspondence, and limited baby
facilities for fathers as particular examples.
While the post-birth period is inherently maternal, childcare policies cultivate a perception of fatherhood
as mere ancillary support. If we are to support the creation of stronger families, we must give fathers every
opportunity to be hands-on caregivers in their own right, able to offer the best support to their children, and to
their mothers. This makes for happier, more successful children, a more equal division of labour, responsibilities,
and opportunities between mothers and fathers, stronger and more secure family units, and a more productive
economy. The result will be that we will all live in a more prosperous, equal, and cohesive society – a better
society.
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