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Female labour supply in Italy:  
the role of parental leave  
and child care policies◊

Francesca Carta ∗ 

Abstract

Parental leave and child care policies are the two main family-friendly 
programs adopted in developed countries intended to provide parents with 
a satisfactory work-family balance. An important goal is to foster the labour 
supply of mothers, usually the primary caregivers in the family. In Italy female 
and maternal labour supply are historically low, and the inadequacy of the 
parental leave and child care systems is often called into question. Based on 
the features of existing public policies in this area and on the international 
empirical evidence, we conclude that there is scope to foster quality child care 
support to further improve female labour supply in Italy. Moreover, increasing 
the length of paternity leave may help to re-balance the domestic workload 
among genders and overcome stereotypes.

◊	 The views expressed in the article are those of the author only and do not involve the responsibility of the Bank of 
Italy. I thank Francesco D’Amuri, Paolo Sestito and Eliana Viviano for useful comments and suggestions. All 
the remaining errors are mine.

∗ Bank of Italy, Directorate General for Economics, Statistics and Research, Structural Economic Analysis Di-
rectorate, Labour Market Division, and Dondena (Bocconi University). E-mail address: francesca.carta@ban-
caditalia.it.
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Sintesi - La partecipazione femminile al mercato del lavoro in Italia: il 
ruolo delle politiche in materia di congedi parentali e servizi per l’in-
fanzia

Nei paesi avanzati le politiche più diffuse per la conciliazione dei tempi di vita 
familiare e lavorativa sono i congedi parentali e la fornitura di servizi per l’infan-
zia. Tra gli obiettivi di tali politiche vi è quello di incoraggiare la partecipazione 
delle donne al mercato del lavoro, maggiormente coinvolte nella cura dei figli. Le 
donne e le madri italiane storicamente partecipano poco al mercato del lavoro; il 
tasso di attività femminile è il più basso tra quelli registrati nei 28 paesi dell’Uni-
one Europea. Il dibattito, sia politico che accademico, individua nella mancanza 
di adeguati strumenti di conciliazione una delle principali determinati della bas-
sa partecipazione delle donne in Italia. 

Il presente lavoro fornisce un’analisi descrittiva della condizione delle donne 
italiane nel mercato del lavoro e degli strumenti a loro disposizione per la con-
ciliazione dei diversi tempi di vita. Alla luce delle caratteristiche delle politiche 
in essere in Italia e dell’evidenza empirica sugli effetti di simili misure sull’occu-
pazione delle madri, si conclude che l’espansione della copertura di servizi per 
l’infanzia di qualità e accessibili rappresenta un intervento in grado di accrescere 
la partecipazione delle donne al mercato del lavoro nel nostro paese. Inoltre, vi 
potrebbe contribuire anche l’ampliamento del congedo di paternità, attualmente 
molto esiguo, favorendo un maggior coinvolgimento dei padri nelle attività di 
cura e bilanciando, quindi, i carichi domestici tra i partner.

JEL Classification: H40; J13; J16; J22; K36.

Parole chiave: Servizi di cura per l’infanzia; Congedi parentali; Economia di genere; Offerta 
di lavoro femminile.

Keywords: Family Law; Child care; Gender; Female Labour Supply.
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1. Introduction

Despite the secular increase of women’s involvement in the labour market, 
gender inequality in labour outcomes still persists even in developed countries. 
Early explanations of gender gaps focused on the role of human capital and 
discrimination. Nowadays, in developed countries women are educated at 
least as much as men and anti-discrimination policies are widely adopted. 
This suggests the remaining gender participation and pay gaps are explained 
by other factors.

Most of the recent literature has focused on the role of motherhood and 
on the existence of a child penalty. Establishing the relationship between 
fertility and maternal employment is very complicated, since they are jointly 
determined and affected by common factors, like culture and social norms. 
Once taking into account the endogeneity of fertility decisions,1 motherhood 
can affect female employment in two ways. First, realized motherhood may 
affect mother’s employment, working hours, occupation etc. because of the 
new household chores linked to child-rearing (post-child effect). Second, 
in anticipation of these new household chores, women may prefer family-
friendly career paths (pre-child effect). Several papers study the former effect, 
providing estimates of the child penalty for different countries. The size of the 
penalty strongly depends on the existence and on the generosity of family-
friendly policies (Kleven et al., 2019).

Parental leave and child care policies are the two family-friendly programs 
mostly adopted in developed countries, with the aim of helping mothers 
combining work and family responsibilities. Policy makers and researchers 
consider them as valuable tools to boost maternal and female labour supply. 
However, the available empirical evidence, which mostly looks at how family-
friendly policies help mothers going back to work and favouring their career, 
finds mixed effects on maternal labour supply. These effects depend on the 
program design, on the country-specific pre-reform female employment and 
on child care arrangements alternative to parental care.

In this article, we explore the existing parental leave and child care policies 

1 The ideal experiment for studying the effects of children on maternal employment would be to randomize fer-
tility. Since such experiment does not exist, researchers adopt instrumental variables (twin births or sibling sex 
mix) or event study approach (birth of the first child).
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in Italy, a country which has been historically characterized by low female 
labour supply and rather poor family-friendly policies. We provide some 
recommendations on how to reform the Italian welfare system in the family 
area with the aim of increasing the labour market participation of mothers 
of very young children. Interventions for very young children are likely to be 
effective in sustaining female participation not only in the short run, providing 
mothers with the tools for a satisfactory work-family balance, but also in the 
long run. Indeed, by reducing the length of inactivity spells due to care duties, 
they limit mothers’ human capital depreciation and favour their attachment 
to the labour market. From the policy perspective, bringing more women, 
and mothers, to work is crucial in order to meet the Europe 2020 headline 
target of 75 per cent of the 20-64 population to be employed by 2020.

The structure of the paper is the following. Section 2 describes the labour 
market condition of women in Italy. Section 3 describes the parental leave and 
child care systems in place in Italy, providing also cross-country comparisons. 
In Section 4 we illustrate the main empirical evidence on the impact of these 
specific family policies on female labour supply and draw some policy lessons. 
Section 5 concludes.

2. Women’s condition in the Italian labour market

Over the past decades, there has been a growing involvement of women 
in the labour market all over the world. The labour force participation rate 
(LFPR)2 of women has increased since the early ‘80s until today of about 
10 percentage points in the US3 and more than 20 p.p. in the EU,4 reaching 
comparable levels in 2018, of around 68 per cent.5 In Italy, over the same 
period, the increase has been more modest than the European average - of 

2 An individual is defined active in the labour market when registered either employed or unemployed according 
to the ILO definition, which requires have looking for a job in the last two weeks before the interview and being 
promptly available to work.

3 In the US the increase in female labour market attachment started to markedly grow well before the ‘80s.
4 The aggregate refers to the European Union with 28 countries.
5 The secular increase has been explained by several factors: technological progress that has reduced the time 

required for unpaid household work; structural changes that required less intense and physical work; greater 
availability of flexible working arrangements; increased supply of affordable child care services and more sharing 
of household work between men and women (for a review, see among others Jaumotte (2003); Goldin (2006)).
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about 18 p.p. - considering also the low starting levels (less than 40 per cent); 
in 2018, the female LFPR was only 56.2 per cent, the lowest value in the 
EU (Table 1). Despite these progresses, we are far from gender equality. The 
difference between male and female LFPR is currently around 10 p.p. in the 
US and in the EU; the gap is twice as large in Italy. With respect to the other 
main European economies, in Italy the participation gap has only slowly 
declined over time, remaining rather constant in the most recent years (see 
Figure 2). The gap is larger only in Malta, where the female participation rate 
is however at a higher level.6

Italian women are less involved in the labour market than their European 
counterparts but devote much more time to household chores. According 
to the latest release of the Harmonized European Time Use Survey 2010,7 

Italian women aged 20-74 spend more than five hours per day for home and 
family care, the largest amount among those countries participating to the 
Survey. Looking instead at men, we observe the opposite figure: Italian men 
are those who spend the smallest amount of time in household chores, about 
one hour and half. As a consequence, in Italy there is the biggest gap between 
men and women in time spent in domestic work, with a clear specialization 
of work within the family and the male breadwinner model prevailing. This 
large gap in the domestic workload, which may also reflect the existence of 
gender norms and stereotypes, is still present when women work and, to a less 
extent, for younger cohorts.

The gender pay gap in Italy is only apparently low, since it depends on the 
characteristics of those women who are employed, typically highly educated. 
According to Eurostat estimates, the raw (or unadjusted) gender pay gap is 
5.0 per cent in 2017 (one of the lowest value in the EU) against 16.0 per 
cent on average in the EU28. The unadjusted pay gap is simply the difference 
between the average gross hourly earnings of men and women (expressed as 
a percentage of the average gross hourly earnings of men);8 it does not take 
into account that the sample of men and women over which average wages are 

6 Women are more likely to be unemployed than men. Despite this figure is observed in most European coun-
tries, in Italy the gap is more pronounced, since women are more likely to be unemployed than men of about 
2.1 p.p., while the EU28 average is 0.5 p.p..

7 This was carried out by 18 European countries between 2008 and 2015; the next one will be available at the end 
of 2019.

8 This is calculated for enterprises with 10 or more employees.
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computed is different. If, for example, only highly educated women tend to 
be employed while this is not observed as for men, the raw gap is downward 
bias by the sample selection of employed women. This means that the wage 
gap might be attenuated by the low female employment rates: women who 
would be offered, based on their characteristics, relatively low pay are not 
employed and hence their wages cannot be observed. According to Olivetti 
and Petrongolo (2008) this pattern holds in the data: unadjusted gender wage 
gaps tend to be negatively correlated with gender employment gaps across 
countries.9 That is, the gender pay gaps tend to be smaller where relatively 
fewer women participate in the labor force. This is the case for Italy. Indeed 
the authors, using alternative imputation techniques to recover wages for 
the non-employed, find much higher measures of the wage gap with respect 
to the unadjusted ones (in 1999 the raw difference was 7.0 per cent while 
the adjusted measure 16.0 per cent). More updated estimates, which exploit 
different data sources, show that the corrected wage gap persists at much 
higher levels than the raw measure and it increased during and after the Great 
Recession (Zizza, 2013; Piazzalunga and Di Tommaso, 2019).10

3. Family policies

Among the several explanations for the low involvement of women in the 
labour market, it is often claimed that the Italian welfare system is too scarce 
towards family and children and not sufficient to help mothers to reconcile 
work and family responsibilities. Indeed, despite the high level of public 
expenditure, which is comparable to the one registered in Nordic countries 
(see Table 2), the amount of resources addressed to families is rather small, 
not only in comparison with the Nordic countries but also with respect to 
the European average. Moreover, the Italian Social Security expenditure (42.1 
per cent of total expenditure, against 38.5 in the EU28) is disproportionately 
more devoted to pay old age pensions (65.1 per cent of the social security 

9 The different impact of the selection effect among countries may descend from differences in labour supply be-
haviour (household composition and social norms); from mechanisms of labour demand (e.g. attitudes towards 
female employment); from institutional differences (e.g. maternity protection laws).  

10 See Bianco et al. (2013) for a broader discussion on gender gaps and their determinants in Italy.
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expenditure; 57.4 per cent at the European level), than supporting families 
(only 7.6 per cent of the social security expenditure; about 10.0 per cent 
for the EU28). Following Esping-Andersen (1990)’s classification of modern 
welfare systems, the Italian one belongs to the group of Conservative regimes, 
typically shaped by traditional family values which tend to encourage family-
based assistance dynamics. In this model, state assistance will typically only 
step in when the family’s capacity to aid its members is exhausted. Thus, the 
public intervention in family support is rather limited and residual.11

Family and children support in Italy is mainly provided through monetary 
transfers or tax breaks rather than services (OECD, 2019), which are instead 
more typical of Nordic countries. In 2015, the latest available year, in Italy the 
expenditure for family services (for example direct financing or subsidisation 
of child care) was only 26.6 per cent of total family expenditure; it was about 
36 per cent for the European average and 62.0 in Sweden. Distinguishing the 
nature of public intervention is crucial, since there is a substantial difference 
between cash and in-kind benefits (such as services): in-kind transfers constrain 
the recipients’ behaviour, while cash transfers do not. For example, providing 
public child care pushes parents to use it, differently from a generic child-
related income transfer that is not constrained to a specific use. Paternalism 
is one of the main explanations for the optimality of in-kind transfers, which 
may help fighting stereotypes and correcting family’s behaviours (in the case of 
externalities or in presence of asymmetric information; see Currie and Gahvari 
(2008)). Always referring to the child care example, incentivizing the use of 
formal child care may eradicate the belief that child care should be mainly 
provided by parents, especially by mothers. According to the Eurobarometer 
on the Gender Equality issue, in Italy 51.0 per cent of respondents to the 
survey believe that the most important role of a woman is to take care of 
her family and children, against only 11.0 per cent in Sweden. While cross-
country correlation does not reveal any clear-cut association between the use 
of child care and gender stereotypes, countries with more conservative views 
on gender roles in society tend to spend less on child care and mainly prefer 
monetary transfers than the provision of child care services.

11 The other welfare regimes are classified either as social-democratic, typical of Nordic countries and characterized 
by universal provision of services, or liberal, like the UK, characterized by modest means-tested assistance and 
targeted at low-income, usually working-class recipients; the latter regime encourages market solutions to social 
problems.
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It is difficult to establish whether demand or supply factors have been 
more important in shaping the characteristics of the Italian welfare system, 
but it is very likely that these features have affected family behaviour and 
contributed to the low female labour supply in Italy.

In this paper we focus on parental leave and child care policies, explicitly 
aimed at helping mothers to reconcile work and family responsibilities.

3.1 Parental leaves

Parental leaves are employment-protected leaves of absence for employed 
parents. There exist different types of entitlements.

First, maternity leave is the most known and well-established leave period 
recognized to mothers at around the time of childbirth (or adoption in 
some countries). Maternity leave mainly aims at protecting mothers and 
children’s health, preserving women’s jobs; this is a compulsory leave period. 
According to the ILO Convention adopted in 2000,12 all employed mothers 
are entitled to a period of leave of about 14 weeks in which employment is 
protected and to some income support - of about two-thirds of previous or 
insured earnings. Following the ILO recommendations, at present almost all 
the OECD countries - with the exception of the US13 - have in place paid 
maternity leave rights, of about 18 weeks on average (OECD, 2019). Since 
duration and replacement rate (the percentage of earnings paid during the 
leave) differ across countries, in order to assess the generosity of different 
maternal leave systems the OECD Family database provides an indicator, the 
Full Rate Equivalent (FRE) number of weeks, which is the length of the 
paid leave in weeks if it were paid at 100 per cent of previous earnings. Italy 
is rather generous: in 2018 the FRE number of weeks was 17.4,14 while the 

12 The first ILO Convention on maternity protection was adopted in 1919. It was stated that the mother could 
have refrained from work six weeks after childbirth (also before by providing a medical certificate); this period 
should have been adequately paid. This Convention was addressed only to women employed in public or private 
industrial or commercial undertakings. The following two Conventions, that took place in 1952 and 2000, 
have progressively expanded the scope and entitlements of maternity protection at work (in terms of coverage, 
minimum replacement rate and minimum length of the leave period) and provided detailed guidance orienting 
national policy and action (International Labour Organization, 2012).

13 Unpaid maternity leave is of 12 weeks at federal level; at state level, the leave has been expanded.
14 In Italy the duration of maternity leave is 22 weeks paid at 80 per cent of average earnings. There is a minimum 

requirement of 4 weeks-leave before childbirth, and the current Government is evaluating if abolishing this 
requirement leaving the opportunity to choose to women.
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OECD average 13.2; the FRE duration is 16 weeks in Spain, 14.5 in France 
and 14 in Germany.

The second kind of absence-leave available for both employed parents is 
parental leave, which is taken on a voluntary basis. Parental leave is typically 
paid less than maternity leave but with a longer duration. Entitlement to 
the parental leave period is often individual (i.e. each parent has their own 
entitlement) and in most of the schemes, in order to encourage fathers to 
take leave and to share the responsibility of household chores, the length of 
the absence is prolonged when both parents take advantage of it or a quota 
of the leave is parent-specific. The availability and generosity of paid parental 
leave vary considerably across countries. The OECD average entitlement 
available to mothers (or fathers, excluding periods specifically reserved to 
them) is just over 37 weeks, with most of those countries that offer at least 
one week providing somewhere between 26 and 52 weeks.15 Most countries 
provide benefits that replace somewhere around 30 to 60 per cent of previous 
earnings. The lowest payment rates tend to be found in countries with the 
longest entitlements. In Italy parental leave for each parent - working as 
employee - is up to 26 weeks (six months); the sum of the two periods cannot 
exceed ten months (eleven if the father enjoys the leave for at least three 
months) and the leave expires at the child ’s 12th birthday. The total leave is 
paid at 30 per cent of average earnings for the first six month,16 while the rest 
of the leave is unpaid. According to the OECD data, the use of parental leave 
in Italy is rather low with respect to the OECD average and recipients are 
mainly women (83.0 per cent).

The third and more recently introduced type of leave is paternity leave, 
addressed to employed fathers in the first few months after childbirth. 
Paternity leave is not stipulated by any international convention and scarcely 
adopted (less than half of the OECD countries have introduced it). Periods of 
paternity leave are much shorter than periods of maternity leave and, for this 
reason, they are usually fully paid. Italy introduced paternity leave in 2012 on 
an experimental basis initially for three years; the leave was mainly symbolic 
since it envisaged only one day of compulsory leave and two days of voluntary 
leave (to take advantage of the latter the mother has to reduce by the same 

15 Twelve of the OECD countries offer no entitlement to paid parental leave at all.
16 The replacement rate varies with the child’s age. Between 8 and 12 years old, the payment is zero.
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number of days her maternity leave) to be used by the child’s 5th month; 
leaves are fully paid. The compulsory leave has been gradually increased over 
time, reaching five days in 2019, while the voluntary one has been reduced 
to one day only.17 The Italian paternity leave is not generous in comparison to 
those in place in Nordic countries (11 weeks in Sweden, 9.4 in Norway and 
around 6 in Finland) or in France and Germany (approximately 6 weeks), and 
it is also lower than the one in place in Spain (4.3 weeks). On June 2019, the 
European Council approved the establishment of a minimum compulsory 
paternity leave of 10 days, remunerated on the same basis as maternity leave 
and not less than the sick leave (Directive on work-life balance). Member 
States will then have three years to adopt laws, regulations and administrative 
provisions necessary to comply with the EU directive.

3.2 Child care

In Italy public expenditure for young children is rather scarce: in 2013, the 
latest available year, the total per capita expenditure for children from 0 to 3 
was 19,400 USD dollars (PPP), less than half of what spent in Germany (two-
thirds in comparison with France). Relatively, Italy devotes more resources to 
later ages: looking at the distribution of per capita public social expenditure 
by age of the child, only 26.0 per cent is for children between 0 and 5, 36.0 
per cent to those of 6-11 years old, and 38.0 per cent to children aged 12-17. 
In Germany and France the resources are more evenly distributed across the 
child’s age (OECD, 2019).18 Around half of the resources addressed to 0-5 
are invested in providing in-kind benefits like child care services, but they 
are mainly devoted to older children. Looking at the usage rate19 of child 
care services, this was around 95 per cent among children aged 3-5 in 2016, 
while much lower for younger children (0-2 y.o.), of about 29 per cent.20 The 
corresponding figure at European level are 85 and 35 per cent, respectively 
(EU-SILC data).21 According to Istat (2019), there is large geographical 
heterogeneity in the supply and use of child care services: the coverage rate in 

17 Both types of leave are not permanent but still experimental and conditional to budgetary approval.
18 In Germany the distribution of public social expenditure is 30, 33 and 37 per cent for 0-5, 6-11 and 12-17; in 

France it is 32, 30 and 38, respectively.
19 A measure of coverage rather than use of child care services is not available for European comparisons.
20 We consider both public and private centres.
21 We look at children that attended child care services for at least one hour per week in the last school year.
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Northern and Central regions is more than double than the one registered in 
the Southern regions (Figure 3).

Child care services for 0-2 year olds in Italy are mainly represented by 
nurseries, only around 10 per cent is represented by complementary daycare 
services, which are more flexible than nurseries - for example, they can be 
organized by families in private houses.

In addition to nurseries, other two options are available. First, the so called 
Sezioni Primavera which are classes for 2-3 y.o. children in kindergartens; 
second, children who turn 3 years old by April 30 of the school year can have 
access directly to kindergarten (this option is named Early Kindergarten). The 
coverage rate reported by Istat includes the former option but not the latter, 
which is quite used among eligible children since kindergartens are much 
cheaper than nurseries. According to some recent estimates, in Italy an average 
family composed of two working adults and one child less than 3 pays 300 
euros per month for a full time seat in a public nursery (Cittadinanzattiva, 
2018); the cost in private nurseries is higher, around 500 euros per month 
(Istituto Degli Innocenti, 2011). Kindergartens, being considered the first 
level of the school system and regulated by the Ministry of Education, are 
instead almost free (there is only a meal fee, on average 130 euros per month 
in case of full-time attendance). For this reason, around half of those children 
who could enroll to early kindergarten effectively exploit this opportunity 
(Istituto Degli Innocenti, 2016). Finally, despite the high fees, the demand for 
child care services seems to be high, and increased after the Great Recession. 
According to data provided by Cittadinanzattiva (2018), waiting lists for 
accessing public nurseries are very long even in those Italian regions where 
the supply of services and their use is rather high.

Recently, several policies have been adopted in Italy in order to financially 
support families in the use of child care services. First, in 2012 a voucher for 
child care services or baby-sitting was introduced for the period 2013-2015 
for employed mothers. More precisely, the mother was entitled to replace her 
parental leave after the maternity period (within 11 months after the end of 
the compulsory entitlement) with a voucher up to 600 euro per month for 
maximum six months (300 euros for self-employed). The voucher was re-
financed in the following years and abolished at the end of 2018. Second, in 
2016 a yearly bonus of 1000 euros was introduced for children less than 3 
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years of age to be spent for child care services. Then, at the end of 2018, the 
amount was increased up to 1500 euros, which corresponds to 136.37 euros 
per month - rather than 90 - over 11 months.

The lack of affordable child care services for 0-2 years old children in Italy 
seems to constrain the labour market status of their mothers. According to the 
latest data of the Italian Labour Force Survey, run by Istat, in 2018 around 
15 per cent of non-employed mothers do not look for a job since child care 
services are scarce, inadequate or too expensive. Among mothers of older 
children (3-17) this percentage is halved.

4. The empirical evidence and policy implications

The empirical literature has well established the existence of a child 
penalty for mothers22 who do not go back to work after pregnancy or earn 
significantly less for long periods, or even for the entire working period 
(Angelov et al., 2016; Kleven et al., 2019). Policy solutions such as extending 
parental leaves or providing highly subsidized child care are often suggested in 
order to foster maternal and female labour supply. Given their large costs for 
public budgets, understanding their impact on female labour supply is then 
crucial. Despite the positive cross-country correlation between the duration 
of leave (or publicly provided child care) and female participation and 
employment rates,23 empirical works aimed at estimating the causal effect of 
similar policies on female labour supply has found mixed and non-conclusive 
results. Moreover, these policies are highly debated not only because of their 
cost, but also because there are arguments against their expansion: long 
leaves may reduce mothers’ labour market attachment and depreciate their 
human capital and working experience, or increase employers’ costs when 

22 The previous literature, see for example Lundberg and Rose (2002), finds that for fathers there exist a premium, 
mainly due to the higher specialization within the family of market and domestic work among partners.

23 Ruhm (1998); Olivetti and Petrongolo (2017) find that there exist a nonmonotonic relationship between the 
duration of parental leave and female outcomes: short or intermediate leaves are associated with higher female 
employment rates and no wage effects, while longer entitlements lead to negligible effect on employment but 
negative on wages. Employment effects are stronger for less educated women, whose labour supply is typically 
more elastic. According to Olivetti and Petrongolo (2017) child care expenditure is more positively correlated 
with smaller gender gaps since, allowing mothers to go back to work earlier, subsidized childcare avoids losses 
of human capital or of working experience.
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hiring women of childbearing age; formal child care may be detrimental for 
children’s development, especially if it replaces high quality maternal care. In 
this section we review the empirical literature aimed at estimating the causal 
impact of family policies on female labour supply. We also provide evidence 
on the main arguments against these policies.

4.1 Parental leaves

A priori the impact of maternity/parental leaves on female labour supply is 
ambiguous. On one side, women who would have otherwise quit working stay 
in the labour market, with positive consequences for their career continuity 
and future prospects. On the other side, these policies increase mothers’ time 
away from work among those who would have kept working anyway, with 
possible harmful effects on their working experience and earnings. In general, 
the impact of leave policies on maternal labour supply mainly depends on 
the characteristics of the policy: the length of the leave; the replacement rate 
paid; the degree of job protection. Most of the empirical works which assess 
the causal impact of paid leaves mainly exploits policy changes in the leave 
duration.

Lalive and Zweimüller (2009) study the effects of changes in paid (job 
protected) leave duration implemented in Austria in the ‘90s: in 1990, it 
was increased by one year, while in 1996 the previous one-year increase was 
reduced to six months. The authors find that leave duration negatively affects 
maternal employment and earnings in the short run (during the first three 
years after birth) since mothers delay return to work even after the benefits 
are exhausted; however, effects are limited in the long run (when the child 
is more than 3 y.o.). Different implicit replacement rates and the degree of 
job protection generate heterogeneous effects across the population. Similar 
employment effects are also found by Schönberg and Ludsteck (2014) looking 
at five changes of the paid leave policy implemented in Germany between 
1979 and 1993. Leave duration had limited negative effects on employment 
only in the short run; however, extensions of cash benefits beyond the job-
protection period significantly reduced employment and earnings in the long 
run. Another reform implemented in Germany in 2007 which increased 
parental leave duration while reducing the replacement rate brought to 
positive employment effects in the medium term (Kluve and Tamm, 2013; 
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Bergemann and Riphahn, 2010), but negative effects during the leave period 
- as expected. Employment effects are stronger when the parental leave 
extensions are shorter to begin with (Baker and Milligan, 2008; Baum and 
Ruhm, 2016).

The evidence on the effects of paternity leave on maternal labour supply 
and the allocation of household’s chores is rather limited given that similar 
policies have been introduced only recently. Cools et al. (2015) show that a 
specific paternal quota of parental leave of 4 weeks introduced in Norway in 
1993 did not affect maternal labour supply; the authors claim that the length 
of the leave was too small to generate a reallocation of labour supply within 
the family.24

Finally, leave policies may also affect labour demand: even if employers do 
not directly finance paid leave they may face, especially small firms, higher 
costs due to the need of temporarily replacing on leave workers; this can 
reinforce employers’ discrimination against women of child-bearing age. 
Alternatively, employers may benefit from a reduction of the turnover rate 
if on leave workers would have quit their jobs in the absence of the policy. 
The empirical evidence on the effects of leave policies on employers is rather 
limited (Rossin-Slater, 2018); the current evidence suggests that employers 
are only minimally affected. To our knowledge there is no evidence for Italy 
where, given the small dimension of firms, the cost of replacing on-leave 
workers might be sizable and significant. 

Overall, causal estimates confirm the results found at the macro level, 
according to which leave policies of short-moderate length increase female 
employment with no wage effects, which are instead negatively affected by 
long leave periods. Expansions of the current parental leave system in Italy 
may not be effective in increasing maternal labour supply, unless they bring 
to a re-balance of care duties among genders. Moreover, these expansions 
might introduce significant costs on firms, especially those of small size, when 
replacing on-leave workers.

24 The authors find no effects on fathers’ earnings in the short run. Instead, Rege and Solli (2013) show the exis-
tence of a penalty associated to the same leave policy in the medium and long run.
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4.2 Child care

The literature looking at the causal effect of subsidized child care on female 
participation and employment is vast and reaches different results, varying 
not only across countries, but also across individuals within the same country. 
The heterogeneity of the estimates can also depend on the age of the targeted 
children. On the one hand, according to most US studies the availability 
of public kindergarten for 4-year-olds (Fitzpatrick, 2010) and 5-year-olds 
(Cascio, 2009; Barua, 2014; Fitzpatrick, 2012) generates only small increases 
in maternal employment (typically limited to single mothers), mainly because 
publicly provided care replace market care.25 Similar results are found for 
European countries such as Norway (Havnes and Mogstad, 2011) and France 
(Goux and Maurin, 2010) where, unlike the US, services to families are 
generally publicly provided, and Spain (Nollenberger and Rodriguez-Planas, 
2015), where instead welfare is mainly familistic and market solutions are 
not typically available. Most of these studies conclude that the provision of 
universal childcare ends up crowding out other non-parental (formal and 
informal) care arrangements rather than inducing mothers to work. On 
the other hand, the introduction of highly subsidized childcare did prove 
successful in boosting the female labor supply in Quebec (where it addressed 
0-4 year-olds (Baker et al., 2008)) and Argentina (Berlinski and Galiani, 
2007), even if, at least in the case Quebec, it also significantly crowded out 
informal childcare arrangements. Also Carta and Rizzica (2018) find that 
access to Early Kindergarten (see Subsection 3.2), a much cheaper option to 
nurseries for 2-year-old children implemented in Italy, significantly increased 
maternal participation and employment, through a reduction of reported 
reservation wages.

In general, providing child care services to younger children seems to have 
positive effects on maternal employment, especially if it is at very low levels 
and a few alternatives to maternal care exist, like in the case of Italy.

The main concern with respect to child care provision is related to the 

25 Exceptions are given by Gelbach (2002), who finds large effects on married mothers too, and by Herbst (2017), 
who, nevertheless, focuses on a very peculiar setting, i.e. the provision of childcare during the World War II.
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possible adverse effects on children’s development, especially if formal care is 
of poorer quality relatively to the alternative mode of care used in the absence 
of the provided one. While there is a general consensus that access to quality 
child care at an early age improves cognitive and non-cognitive skills for 
children from low socio-economic backgrounds, for whom the alternative 
care arrangements are generally of lower quality (Gormley and Gayer, 2005; 
Fitzpatrick, 2008; Felfe and Lalive, 2014; Drange and Havnes, 2015), the 
evidence regarding the effects on children from more affluent backgrounds 
is, instead, mixed and sometimes negative (Baker, 2011; Baker et al., 2008; 
Lefebvre and Merrigan, 2008). However, negative results appear to hold 
in the short run only.26 Carta and Rizzica (2018) show that early access to 
kindergarten for 2-year-olds does not negatively affect children’s medium-
term cognitive outcomes. On the other hand, there is no clear evidence of 
positive effects of longer leave periods on children’s outcomes (Dustmann and 
Schönberg, 2012; Dahl et al., 2016; Danzer and Lavy, 2018). Carneiro et al. 
(2015) find positive effects in the very long run only for children of mothers 
who, in the absence of the reform that extended the paid leave, would have 
taken very low levels of unpaid leave.

Overall, providing quality formal child care is unambiguously beneficial 
for the development of children coming from disadvantageous backgrounds. 
For children from affluent families the evidence is less clear; however, in the 
medium and long term the effects of attending child care services do not seem 
to be adverse also for them.

5. Conclusion

Overall, empirical works and the international evidence seem to suggest 
that the extension of affordable and good-quality early child care provision 
maybe a good policy tool for boosting female labour supply in countries that 

26 Several recent works found negligible (Datta Gupta and Simonsen, 2010) or negative (Fort et al., 2016) effects 
on children’s outcomes in the medium term, and large positive effects on very long term outcomes such as 
educational attainment, earnings and criminal behavior (Heckman and Masterov, 2007; Heckman et al., 2013; 
Havnes and Mogstad, 2015).
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currently have low coverage and are characterized by low female labour supply, 
like the case of Italy. The bonus recently introduced to buy child care services 
might be too small to afford the prices of nurseries, especially of private ones, 
which represent almost half of the supply of child care services. Given the 
rather generous parental leave system in place in Italy, it is rather unlikely 
that its expansion could significantly increase maternal employment rates. 
Also child-related transfers do not seem to be the right policy response. Italy, 
in accordance with the recently approved EU Directive on work-life balance, 
needs to double the compulsory paternity leave, from five to ten days. The 
actual leave is too short and inadequate to rebalance the domestic workload 
among genders; improvements in this direction may help eradicating gender 
stereotypes and free women’s time to be dedicated to work. Finally, other 
policies, not discussed in this paper, can also significantly contribute to female 
employment increases: for instance, the promotion of the adoption of flexible 
work arrangements or the removal of the disincentives to work for second 
earners implicit in the Italian personal income tax system (Colonna and 
Marcassa, 2015; Marino et al., 2016).

In this paper we have adopted a partial equilibrium perspective, focusing 
only on maternal labour supply and its causal link with parental leave and 
child care policies. However, significant achievements in boosting female 
employment can be obtained only if there is adequate labour demand - also 
of women. Moreover, firm culture needs to be more open towards women 
and their economic contribution; efforts in fighting discrimination and 
stereotypes are needed.

Furthermore, given the fast aging population that developed countries 
are facing – and Italy is one of the most affected – an urgent area of future 
development for policy intervention should be long term care. Women, being 
the main care providers in families, might be oppressed by care duties towards 
old and disabled parents that live longer than before. With respect to this area 
of intervention, Italy is lagging behind: the urgency of the problem would call 
for a more serious reflection (Hohnerlein, 2018).

Finally, one of the main aims of family policies is to support fertility. In 
this paper we took fertility decisions as given and we looked how family-
friendly policies are effective in fostering maternal labour supply by enabling 
mothers to combine work and family responsibilities. A serious rethinking of 
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the Italian public intervention in the family area needs to consider fertility 
as a priority, as well as female employment, since Italy is actually among 
those OECD countries with the lowest fertility rates. The combination of 
low fertility and low labour market participation may significantly reduce 
potential growth prospects.
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Figure 1  Evolution over time of the female LFPR

Notes:  Eurostat data. LFPR is the labour force participation rate.

Figure 2  Evolution over time of the gender activity gap in selected European countries

Notes: Eurostat data. The gender activity gap is the difference between the labour force participa-

tion rate of men and that of women.
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Figure 3  Coverage rage of child care services by macro-area, school year 2016/2017

Notes: Istat (2019). The coverage rate is the ratio between the total number of seats in child care 

services and the pool of 0-2 years old children.
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Gender gaps in Italy and the role of public policy
In Italia il tema della parità di genere è di particolare urgenza. Secondo classifiche in-
ternazionali nel 2018 il Paese si attesta al 70° posto (su 149 Paesi considerati) rispetto 
al 41° del 2015. Ciò nonostante, di parità di genere se ne parla in modo spesso super-
ficiale, le azioni concrete sono poche e le risorse limitate. Questo numero di Economia 
Italiana, editor la prof.ssa Paola Profeta, fa il punto sul gender gap nell’economia italia-
na e analizza il ruolo della politica pubblica proponendo stimolanti spunti di riflessione. 

Daniela Del Boca, Enrica Martino, Elena Claudia Meroni e Daniela Piazzalunga ana-
lizzano il ruolo che le diverse forme di cura nei primi anni di vita hanno sull’influenza 
di bambine e bambini, per comprendere come incoraggiare il loro sviluppo cognitivo e 
non cognitivo specifico e ridurre i differenziali di genere nel corso della vita. Francesca 
Carta partendo dalla partecipazione femminile al mercato del lavoro in Italia si concen-
tra sul ruolo delle politiche in materia di congedi di paternità e servizi per l’infanzia. 
Anche Francesca Barigozzi, Helmuth Cremer e Chiara Monfardini pongono l’accento 
sulla cura dei figli che, soprattutto in Italia, penalizza il lavoro delle madri.  Giuseppina 
Gianfreda e Giovanna Vallanti affrontano il tema dei tempi di giustizia e dei costi di 
licenziamento e gli effetti della durata dei processi sulla parità di genere nel mercato 
del lavoro italiano. Focalizzandosi sulla rappresentanza delle donne ai vertici aziendali, 
Anna Rita Macchioni Giaquinto propone un approfondimento sulle conseguenze delle 
quote di genere introdotte dalla legge “Golfo-Mosca” del 2011. L’intervento di Ales-
sandra Perrazzelli approfondisce il ruolo delle donne italiane tra lavoro e genitorialità, 
nodo cruciale dei differenziali di genere.

Nelle “rubriche”, Roberta Palazzetti spiega come la diversità di genera possa costituire 
un impulso all’innovazione costituendo un vantaggio competitivo. Pamela Minelli e 
Alberto Navarra invitano ad una riflessione sul gender gap come fattore che rallenta le 
strategie di successo aziendale. Valeria Manieri  propone la sfida di costruire un futuro 
tecnologico a misura di donna.

ECONOMIA ITALIANA nasce nel 1979 per approfondire e allargare il dibattito 
sui nodi strutturali e i problemi dell’economia italiana, anche al fine di elabo-
rare adeguate proposte strategiche e di policy. L’Editrice Minerva Bancaria si 
impegna a riprendere questa sfida e a fare di Economia Italiana il più vivace 
e aperto strumento di dialogo e riflessione tra accademici, policy makers ed 
esponenti di rilievo dei diversi settori produttivi del Paese.


