HAGaII-2025 Vol. VII Issue-2 ISSN 2581-9917

Why India Needs Paternity Leave: A Lesson
from Global Success Stories

Swati Singh*

India is at a crossroads when it comes to redefining family dynamics and gender
roles. As the country continues to progress economically, social policies need to evolve
to reflect the changing realities of modern families. While significant strides have
been made in supporting maternity leave, the glaring absence of robust paternity leave
policies reveals an imbalance that hinders the potential for more equitable and healthy
family environments. Paternity leave is not just an option—it’s a necessity for any
society that values gender equality and the well-being of its families.

The Current State of Paternity Leave in India

In India, the Maternity Benefit Act grants women six months of paid leave to care
for their newborns, a progressive step forward for maternal health and child welfare.
However, when it comes to paternity leave, the situation is bleak. The private sector
has no formal mandate, leaving companies to create their own policies—if they choose
to at all. While some progressive companies offer a few weeks of paternity leave, many
others provide nothing, reflecting a pervasive belief that childcare is primarily the
mother's responsibility.

This gap in policy is more than just a missed opportunity; it’s a symptom of a
larger issue. This patchwork approach not only reinforces outdated gender norms
but also places immense pressure on mothers to shoulder the majority of childcare
responsibilities, while fathers remain on the sidelines during a critical phase of their
child’s life.
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Learning from Global Examples

Countries like Sweden and Iceland have long recognized that effective parental
leave policies are essential for promoting gender equality and supporting family well-
being. Sweden’s approach to parental leave is a powerful example of how government
policies can reshape societal norms. By offering 480 days of paid leave that parents
can share, with 90 days reserved exclusively for each parent, Sweden has effectively
encouraged fathers to take an active role in early child-rearing.[1]

This policy has had profound effects—not just on families, but on the broader society.
The shift in parenting dynamics has helped narrow the gender pay gap, with research
showing that every additional month of leave taken by fathers increases maternal
earnings by nearly 7%.[2]

Similarly, Iceland’s parental leave policies, which mandate that both parents take
equal time off, have fostered a culture where fathers are deeply involved in their children’s
lives from the beginning. The result is a more equitable division of household duties,
which has contributed to Iceland consistently topping the Global Gender Gap Index.[3]

But how does this apply to India? The lesson from these countries is not just about
offering leave—it’s about creating a cultural shift where the idea of shared parenting
becomes the norm.

In Japan, for example, even though paternity leave is among the most generous
in the world, cultural barriers initially led to low uptake. However, sustained efforts
by the government to promote the importance of fathers’ involvement have begun to
shift societal attitudes. Fathers are gradually stepping up, and the workplace is slowly
adapting to the idea that men, too, have a critical role to play at home. India faces a
similar challenge where societal expectations discourage men from taking paternity
leave, but Japan’s experience shows that change is possible with the right combination
of policy and cultural promotion.[4]

But, do the benefits outweigh the costs?

The benefits of paternity leave go beyond just supporting fathers. Research
consistently shows that when fathers are given the opportunity to take paternity leave,
both parents experience better mental health outcomes. In countries where paternity
leave is more common, fathers report higher levels of mental well-being, and mothers
are less likely to suffer from postpartum depression. This improved mental health
environment fosters stronger family bonds and a more supportive home, which is
crucial for the healthy development of children.[5]
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Furthermore, children greatly benefit from the active involvement of both parents
during their early development. Research indicates that when fathers take paternity
leave, they are more likely to stay engaged in their children’s lives, contributing
positively to the child's cognitive and emotional growth.[6]

One of the most compelling reasons for implementing paternity leave in India is
its potential to close the gender pay gap. In the UK, for example, the gender pay
gap widens significantly after women have children, largely due to the lack of career
progression opportunities for women who take extended maternity leave.[7] When
fathers are also taking time off, it levels the playing field, allowing mothers to return
to work sooner and with less disruption to their careers.[8] This shared approach to
parenting responsibilities could be a powerful tool in promoting economic equality in
India, where the gender pay gap remains stubbornly high.

What does it mean for policy?

However, implementing paternity leave in India will require more than just
legislation—it will require a cultural shift. The first step is for the Indian government to
mandate paternity leave across all sectors, ensuring that fathers have the opportunity
to take time off without fear of judgment or career repercussions. This should be coupled
with efforts to change societal attitudes towards fatherhood. Awareness campaigns, led
by both the government and private organizations, can play a crucial role in normalizing
paternity leave and encouraging men to take an active role in early parenting.

Employers also have a significant part to play in this transformation. Companies
need to not only offer paternity leave but also actively encourage their employees to
take it. By fostering a workplace culture that values work-life balance, employers can
help normalize paternity leave and ensure its widespread adoption. This would involve
creating flexible work arrangements, providing financial incentives, and offering
additional support for new parents.

Finally, it’s important to monitor the implementation of paternity leave policies
and evaluate their impact. Gathering data on uptake rates, employee satisfaction, and
economic outcomes will be essential for evaluating the effectiveness of these policies
and making any needed adjustments. By doing so, India can ensure that paternity
leave continues to meet the needs of families and society as a whole.

Conclusion

Paternityleaveis notjust aluxury—it’sanecessity for modern familiesand economies.
The global evidence is overwhelming: when fathers are given the opportunity to take
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time off, everyone benefits. From improved mental health and child development to

closing the gender pay gap and boosting economic productivity, the case for paternity

leave is clear. India has made great strides in supporting mothers, but it’s time to

extend that support to fathers as well.
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