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Introduction 

In the light of deepening demographic crisis, the place of children in the social 

policies of the EU countries is of particular importance. Actions aimed at ensuring the 

normal growth of future generations and their protection from the risks of poverty are 

of paramount interest. For the measures in this direction to be successful poverty 

should be seen as a multidimensional issue. On this basis, the EU enforces three dif-

ferent indicators. If a person is affected by at least one of the indicators, he is per-

ceived to be at risk of poverty or social exclusion. The three indicators are severe ma-

terial deprivation; living in a household with very low work intensity; at risk of pov-

erty at 60% of the national median equivalised disposable income after social trans-

fers (income poverty). By 2016 about 7.5 million children under the age of six are at 

risk of poverty or social exclusion within the EU according to Eurostat. 

The subject of research in the following text is the instruments of social policy in 

support of maternity and paternity. There has been made an attempt to explore the 

measures supporting birth rate as well as the necessary income for normal childcare. 
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The main goal is to identify the problematic fields of social support for parenting 

which can lead to poverty for a shorter or longer period of time. The primary task for 

achieving the stated objective is to study the types of leave related to childcare and 

the benefits linked to them. An additional task is the examination of the legislative 

basis governing the rights of parents during the first years of their children’s life.  

The focus of the article is on Bulgaria in a comparative aspect with the EU coun-

tries. From the point of view of the European context, the time span covers the period 

from 2007 to 2016 or the years after the accession of Bulgaria to the EU. The text an-

alyzes two of the sub-indicators of the headline indicator at risk of poverty or social 

exclusion - living in a household with low intensity of work activity and monetary 

poverty.  

1. The discussion on the measures in support of motherhood 

in the economic literature 

Maternity leave benefits are an example of government intervention affecting 

women at a critical stage in their lives and having the potential to generate external 

effects on their health, social and material well-being. From the point of view of so-

cial security, maternity protection includes protection against interruption or loss of 

income during maternity leave as well as facilitated access to healthcare for them and 

their children (ILO, 2010). 

Maternity, supported by cash benefits that replace in whole or in part prior in-

come, is crucial for the welfare of pregnant women, new mothers and their families. 

The availability of benefits protects mothers and their children from social exclusion 

and potential poverty. The lack of security in terms of income during the final stages 

of pregnancy and after childbirth can prompt women to return to work prematurely 

and thus put their health as well as that of their own children at risk. 

Ruhm and Teague (1998) present a brief history of the legislation on maternity 

leave in Europe. Since World War II most high-income countries have introduced 

comprehensive legislation on maternity leave, which extends women's rights. The ini-

tial motivation behind these programs is the concerns about the health of the child and 

the mother. Moreover, the programs are often perceived as a restriction on the em-

ployment of pregnant women, while at the same time these women should be guaran-

teed income support or protection of their job positions. However, since the late 

1960s, policies on maternity leave develop from prohibition to the possibility of inter-

ruption of work in order to take care of newborns and children. 

The impact of maternity support measures is subject of broad discussion - in 

terms of length of absence from work, wage level, job retention, career prospects, etc. 
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(Brugiavini et al., 2012; Dahl et al., 2013, Klerman and Leibowitz, 1999, Klerman 

and Leibowitz, 2000). It is still debatable whether these measures contribute to im-

proving women's overall income. Some researches (Avendano et al., 2014) prove that 

in Europe paid maternity leave with an intermediate duration may increase long-term 

employment. More controversial are the opinions on policies that require long-term 

leave entitlement. Some studies even reject the possibility of a positive impact on 

women's income as the benefits of keeping the workplace are offset by a devaluation 

of the human capital of mothers who have stayed away from work for a long period 

of time. A study of the political reforms in Norway leading to an extension of paid 

leave (Dahl et al., 2013) concludes that these reforms increase the time spent at home 

but have little or no effect on the household income and participation of women on 

the labour market. 

The lack of consensus on the ultimate effects of social measures in support of 

maternity is a challenge for scientists to continue their research in search of optimal 

options, depending on country specifics. Moreover, maternity protection is placed as 

one of the foundations of sustainable development in the Agenda for Sustainable De-

velopment by 2030, adopted by the 193 UN member states in 2015 (UN, 2015). 

2. Adequacy of maternity and paternity measures? 

Social security is an active policy aimed at protecting the individual by replacing 

previous income with benefits linked to a preceding labour and financial contribution 

to the social security system. Among the reasons for granting protection from the So-

cial Security system is the temporary incapacity as a result of which the individual is 

unable to perform work (Andreeva, Yolova, 2018, p. 22-24, p. 31-32). The result is a 

limitation of the acquired income from economic activities; hence the incapacity to 

work is of an economic nature. Relevant to the study is only the temporary incapacity 

occurring as a result of motherhood. 

The proposed protection of the mother and the newborn child, considered to be a 

specific risk group, is a prerequisite for their normal development, but the focus of 

attention is not so much the woman as the newborn child. 

In Bulgaria, the insured persons for maternity leave in the General Sickness and 

Maternity Fund are entitled to cash benefits for: 

• temporary incapacity for work due to removal from work by prescription of 

health authorities, sick or quarantined care, care of a healthy child returned from a 

childcare facility due to quarantine in the establishment; 

• reassignment due to pregnancy or breastfeeding, and from January 1, 2017, 

and therefore an advanced stage of IVF treatment; 
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• pregnancy and birth; 

• raising a child; 

• adoption of a child from 2 to 5 years of age. 

The benefits received from the state social security system in Bulgaria can gen-

erally be divided into two large groups: in a period of maternity and in a period relat-

ed to raising a small child. The emphasis is placed on the length of benefits and their 

amount related to previous labour income. In addition, Art. 34 of the Charter of Fun-

damental Rights of the European Union provides for the right to “maternity benefits”. 

Under Directive 92/85/EEC, it is of vital importance to grant a right to maternity 

leave. It is recommended that the leave be at least 14 weeks and may not be shorter 

than 2 weeks. It is not only the length of time a woman can take advantage of that 

matters, but also the financial security for the period when she cannot work and re-

ceive work income. In Bulgaria, the right to compensation is granted to persons who 

under Art. 48a of the Social Security Code (SSC) have 12 months of an insured peri-

od for this risk. The monetary compensation amounts to 90 per cent of the gross sala-

ry or insurance income (see Figure 1) on which contributions have been paid or are 

payable. For self-employed individuals there are considered paid contributions for the 

risk over a period of 24 calendar months preceding the month in which occurs the 

temporary incapacity due to pregnancy and childbirth. 

 

Fig. 1. Paid maternity leave in percentage of the previous
 
earnings
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pensation in these countries varies from 100% of the previously earned income to a 

minimum amount set at the same rate for all insured people. The last 13 to 16 weeks 

in the UK and Ireland, respectively, need not be paid. 

Only 13 of the EU countries provide 100% of the woman's previous income, of-

ten indicating a maximum amount the benefit should not exceed. In addition, it can be 

hypothesized that the longer the period of maternity leave is, the lower the probability 

for the benefit to be the full amount of the previous income. This is precisely the situ-

ation in the countries with longest maternity leave, including Bulgaria (over 58 

weeks), the United Kingdom (51), Ireland (42) and Slovakia (34). However, Bulgaria 

can also be viewed as an exception, given the long maternity period coupled with a 

high replacement of labour income. Conversely, in twelve of the thirteen countries 

where benefits equal 100% of previous earnings, maternity leave does not exceed 20 

weeks as the average duration is just over 16 weeks. The exception is Croatia, where 

women are entitled to leave up to 30 weeks, of which 10 are compulsory. 

The European Parliament proposes a full substitution of women's previous 

labour income for the period of maternity. Behind this idea is the well-recognized 

need to support the family income during its expansion, which also increases the cur-

rent expenses. This type of support is particularly important for low-income house-

holds, for whom the additional costs are a severe financial shock. The latter can be 

considered stronger, given the practice in Bulgaria for persons to be insured on the 

minimum state wage or minimum wage for the industry. Subsequently, insurance on 

income lower than the one earned leads to a more limited amount of compensation 

and thus to a further decrease in household income. The most severe situation is ob-

served in families consisting of one parent and dependent children. According to Eu-

rostat data in 2016, 34% of these households are at risk of poverty at 60% of median 

disposable income. 

To minimize the effects of the financial shock, together with the instruments of 

social security there are used those of social welfare, namely social benefits of a fi-

nancial nature. Of a particular importance is the one-time assistance provided at 

childbirth, which in Bulgaria and in most EU countries is universal, i.e. shall be 

granted regardless of the income of the household. This aid does not particularly alle-

viate the family expenses given its one-off nature, and in some countries not particu-

larly substantial size. 

The lack of full replacement of previous earnings combined with increased 

household expenses, especially if the household is located in the lower income deciles 

may result in the family falling off into poverty or further deterioration of its situa-

tion. Poverty can have transit or prolonged nature. The longer the period of poverty is, 
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or the more often it occurs in a certain household, the more difficult it will be to re-

cover from it. This will inevitably affect the normal growth of children. The latter 

statement is confirmed, given that, according to Eurostat data for 2016, poverty rates 

are highest amongst those under the age of 18, exceeding 21% or almost 20 million 

children. In the same year, just fewer than 6 million children under the age of six are 

poor, of those 114 thousand live in Bulgaria. These data only reflect the risk of pov-

erty, therefore, only the income (including social transfers) of the household in which 

children live is taken into account. For the same period, poverty in the EU among 

those aged 18-64 and those over 65 is 17% and 14.6%, respectively. In order to gain 

further insight into the situation of children, we can look at how many of them fall be-

low the conditionally selected threshold of 60%. 

Table 1 

At risk of poverty by age group and poverty line of 40% 

of the median equivalised disposable income for 2016 

 
Less than 
6 years 

6 - 11 
years 

12 - 17 
years 

Less than 
18 years 

18 - 64 
years 

25 - 49 
years 

65 years 
or over 

Total 

EU 6.8 8 8.8 7.8 6.9 6.5 3.3 6.4 

Bulgaria 20.9 17.6 18.1 18.8 10.5 11.2 3.9 10.6 

Source: Eurostat. 

 

Despite the worrying fact that over 10% of the Bulgarian population lives with 

an income below 40% of median income, the situation is further complicated when 

the group of children is considered. Persons under the age of 6 are at the greatest risk 

with just under 21% or 74 thousand children in Bulgaria at risk of poverty. 

Therefore, on the one hand, the desire to provide higher benefits comes in re-

sponse to the effort to support the development of children from the earliest age in or-

der to increase human capital and, on the other, to promote equality in society. The 

latter is of a particular importance given that inequality manifests itself from the out-

set and logically the children of poor parents (especially mothers) are more prone to 

grow up as poor parents themselves (Currie, 2009; Currie and Stabile, 2003). 

In Bulgaria, the Social Security Code and the Labour Code provide for the right 

of the father to use paid leave for the birth or adoption of a child. Unlike the mini-

mum maternity and parental leave periods, there is no European law or standard for 

paternity leave. It should be noted that the European Commission made a proposal for 

paternity leave with a minimum duration of two weeks. 
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The duration of paternity leave varies considerably across countries and is even 

absent in some of them (see Figure 2). In Bulgaria, men can benefit from 15 days or 

just over two weeks. 

Malta and Austria are excluded from the figure, as the leave provided in the 

countries is different for the public and private sectors. From 2017 men in Austria 

have the right to paternity leave up to 4 weeks. 

 

Fig. 2. Paternity leave in weeks
2 

The financial benefits for paternity leave, for the most part, overlap with those 

paid during maternity leave. Using the data listed in Appendix 1, we can estimate that 

men receive on average up to 90.48% of their labour income during the paternity pe-

riod compared to 90.06% for women. The compensation received by men is up to 

96.5% if we exclude Austria from the calculation, where until 2017 only men em-

ployed in the public sector are entitled to paternity leave. But the exclusion of a coun-

try would mean ignoring a situation in which the household income is significantly 

reduced, albeit for a shorter period of time if a man chooses to take advantage of his 

right to full leave of four weeks. 

In Bulgaria, men can receive compensation of 90% of their earned income. The 

amount of the benefit is defined in Art. 49 (1) of Social Security Code and is equal for 

both sexes. Considering the simultaneous effect of reduced household income during 

maternity and increased current expenditures, the lack of full substitution in paternity 

benefits may lead to an additional constraint on the household's financial income. 
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3. Organization of the measures in relation to parental leave 

After the child reaches one year of age, mothers in Bulgaria can use leave that 

lasts until the child turns 2 years. The latter, as well as the unpaid leave for taking 

care of a child up to 8 years old (up to six months), can be considered a parental 

leave. The right to a parental leave is individual, therefore, it can also benefit men 

(Torremocha, 2002). 

The main idea behind this type of leave is its non-transferability, which allows 

the man an active involvement in parenting, on the one hand, and on the other hand, 

enables a woman's realization on the labour market (Pronzato, 2009). In actuality, the 

principle of non-transferability has a limited effect. Thus, in the revised Framework 

Agreement on parental leave, at least one of the minimum set months cannot be trans-

ferred to the other parent. 

Under Directive 2010/18/EU, the minimum period of parental leave parents are 

entitled to should not be shorter than four months, but no minimum income protection 

should be provided. As a result of the latter, benefits are not granted during the leave 

in countries such as Cyprus, Ireland, Malta, etc. These benefits show the same trend 

as in the case of maternity leave - the longer the period of leave, the lower the com-

pensation. Thus, in Lithuania, for example, parents can receive up to 100% of previ-

ous wages until the child reaches one year of age. However, it is possible that the 

benefits are paid until the child is two years of age, with the compensation being 70% 

in the first year and 40% in the second year. 

An important opportunity to increase household income is part-time employment, as 

"parents should be able to successfully combine the care of their children with successful 

professional development" (Blagoycheva, 2011, p. 241). This option is particularly rele-

vant for countries that do not offer full replacement of previous labour income, as well as 

for those who lack financial compensation during any of the stages related to raising a 

child. This type of employment would be successful if there is availability of affordable 

centres for young children that allow compliance with the specific employment of par-

ents. In support of the latter Uunk et al. (2005) and Stier & Lewin-Epstein (2001) indicate 

that the hours worked by the mothers largely depend on institutions for children, nurseries 

and kindergartens. According to Eurostat, more than 50% of households with income be-

low 60% of median equivalised disposable income in Ireland, Spain, Cyprus, Slovakia 

and Romania are unable to bear the financial costs related to childcare facility in 2016. 

These levels increase if a family type restriction is additionally applied. Over 70% of 

households consisting of a single parent and dependent children cannot meet the costs of 

attending a nursery or kindergarten in Slovakia and Spain. In addition, in 2016 only 

32.9% of children under 3 years of age attend any kind of childcare facility. Logically at-

tendance is lowest in countries where the main issue is lack of financial resources. 
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The possibility of part-time employment to a large extent depends also on the 

existing social policy. In some countries, including Germany, Luxembourg, France 

and the Netherlands, there is flexibility in the system that allows the parent taking pa-

rental leave to return to work by reducing working hours or days a week, without 

leading to discontinuation of the benefit. Part-time employment is most common 

among women living in a household with at least one child (see Figure 3). Bulgaria is 

excluded from this figure because there is no data for all categories considered. 

 
Source: Eurostat. 

Fig. 3. Part-time employment among women and men aged between 25 

and 49 years by household type in the EU in 2016 
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According to Booth and Van Ours (2010), women whose children are between 

the ages of 0 and 4 years traditionally reduce their employment. Based on the data 

shown in Figure 3, it is found that the difference between women with and without 

children who are part-time employees is 18% on average for the Union in 2016. The 

most significant difference is observed in Germany (44.9%), Austria (42.7%), the 

United Kingdom (37.9%), the Netherlands (31.5%) and Luxembourg (28.7%). 

To confirm the presence of children is the cause of part-time employment, we can ex-

plore the most commonly given responses for this choice (see Figure 4). The main re-

sponse (48.9%) given by men is the lack of suitable full-time work. As expected, 

women on the territory of the EU state that their decisions are dictated by the need to 

look after a child or other incapacitated household member. 

 

Source: Eurostat. 

Fig. 4. Reasons for part-time employment among women 

and men aged between 25 and 49 years in the EU in 2016 
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very low work intensity are at risk of poverty according to Eurostat. Bulgaria reports 

significantly higher levels than the EU average with 72.7% of all poor children living 

in low work intensity families and 86.4% in very low work intensity households. 

In addition, the possibility of different wages by gender and field of activity 

should be taken into account. According to NSI data for Bulgaria, the gender pay gap 

is in the range of 13.2% for 2016, therefore the gross hourly wage of employed wom-

en is on average 13.2% lower than that of men. Therefore, a longer unpaid or paid on-

ly partially parental leave used by a man would result in higher household losses if 

such difference exists. 

Although in recent years some EU countries have extended their paternity leave, 

the trend is an increase in the proportion of men using parental leave instead of relin-

quishing it. Another tendency is the application of more flexible working hours for 

parents with young children. However, if the paternity or parental leave is not tied to 

100% compensation, there should not be a significant increase in time off work. 

While maintaining the current conditions, an increase in take-up will be observed on-

ly if the use of leave becomes mandatory for men. 

Conclusion 

It can be summed up that poverty is most prevalent in the children's age group, 

with some of the highest levels among children under the age of 6, the earliest age 

group on which data is available. Adding a supplementary reporting group for children 

under the age of three would help to determine the levels of poverty among the young-

est and this would shed more light on the efficiency of the social policies supporting 

households with young children. One of the factors influencing the child poverty rate is 

the benefits parents receive during the various types of childcare leave. The longer the 

leave is, the lower the compensation that should replace the previous earnings. Taking 

into account the continuing demographic collapse in Bulgaria, it is advisable to keep the 

current duration of the various types of leave unchanged, but they should be combined 

with higher benefits. In addition, there are no requirements at the EU level for parents to 

receive compensation during parental leave, as a result of which benefits are not pro-

vided in part of the countries. Establishing minimum income protection during parental 

leave should be considered a primary task. Last but not least is the role of the father. It 

is imperative to introduce standards defining the rights of men in childcare, which 

should address both the potential periods of staying at home and the financial protection 

they and their families can benefit from. The benefits received by men in Bulgaria 

should also be in full amount of labour income as an additional measure to support 

households. At the centre of these changes should be the child, ensuring its peaceful 
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growth and development without the risks of poverty. Therefore, the provided social 

protection is an attempt to strike a balance between work and family life. 

End Notes 

1 Data are accumulated through research on country-specific social policy sites 

and/or the relevant official documents. 

2 The data are accumulated by examining the country-specific social policy 

sites and/or the relevant official documents. 

3 The calculation excludes countries offering different benefits for different 

stages of maternity/paternity leave. 

4 Data are accumulated through research on country-specific social policy sites 

and/or the relevant official documents. 
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Appendix 1 

Maternity and paternity leave 

Countries 
Maternity leave Paternity leave 

Leave in weeks Benefits in % 
Leave in 
days/weeks 

Benefits in % 

Belgium 15 Varies 10 days 
3 days - 100%, 
7 days - 82% 

Bulgaria 58.6 (410 days) 90 15 calendar days 90 

Czech Republic 28 70 - - 

Denmark 18 100 2 weeks 100 

Germany 14 100 - - 

Estonia 20 100 10 work days 100 

Ireland 42 
Varies. The last 
16 weeks are un-

paid leave 
2 Varies 

Greece 

17 
(Special materni-
ty leave up to 6 

months) 

66.67 
(minimum wage) 

2 days 100 

Spain 16 100 
13 calendar days 
+ 2 days for a 
birth leave 

100 

France 16 100 11 calendar days 100 

Croatia 30 100 - - 
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Italy 20 100 2 days 100 

Cyprus 18 72 - - 

Latvia 16 80 10 calendar days 80 

Lithuania 18 100 4 weeks 100 

Luxembourg 16 100 2 days 100 

Hungary 24 70 5 days 100 

Malta 18 

100% for the first 
14 weeks, it var-
ies for the last 4 

weeks 

1 day – private 
sector; 

5 days – public 
sector 

100 

Netherlands 16 100 5 days 
2 days - 100%, 
3 days - 0% 

Austria 16 100 
4 weeks for the 
public sector 

0 

Poland 20 From 80 to 100% 2 weeks 100 

Portugal 10 100 25 work days 100 

Romania 18 85 
5 days (+ 5 days 
after passing a 
newborn course) 

Varies 

Slovenia 15 100 10 weeks Varies 

Slovakia 34 70 - - 

Finland 17 

90% for the first 
56 days, 70% for 
the rest or a min-
imum amount 

9 weeks Varies 

Sweden 14 77.6 10 days 77.6 

United Kingdom 52 

It varies, but the 
lower amount is 
always selected. 
The last 13 weeks 
are unpaid leave 

2 weeks 

90% or a mini-
mum amount (the 
lower amount is 
always selected) 

 
 

 


