Abstract 

EDI 2012 Conference: Stream Title: Promoting diversity and ensuring equality at work: the role of the state
An exploration of Parental Leave Directive in terms how it shapes law at national level in Poland and the UK

In recent years, social changes taking place in society have challenged traditional stereotypical views about the distribution of responsibilities within a family, and focused attention on the need to ensure more equality in how work and caring responsibilities are distributed within a family and society.
  Although, it is accepted that stringent legislative measures cannot on their own effectively tackle the inherent conflict between family responsibilities and paid employment, the existence of effective legislative rights could influence workers’ and employers’ attitudes towards the distribution of work and family responsibilities.  It could further contribute to challenging the well-established perceptions and expectations as to the accepted behaviour, and facilitate the development of new models of behaviour promoting more equality in how work and family responsibilities are distributed.
  

The role the EU and national legislators have in shaping attitudes towards the involvement of women and men in work and family responsibilities is of a paramount importance.  It is rooted in the task of providing workers with the effective legislative rights that could contribute to helping them to make genuine choices as to how responsibilities are allocated within a family.  Thus, enabling families to construct their own family model that best responds to their individual needs and expectations.
  The law should therefore provide genuine alternatives to those families who are willing to move away from the traditional models of household arrangements in favour of those ensuring more equality in the distribution of caring and work responsibilities.
  However, the absence of effective legislative rights, which are capable of enabling families to make genuine work-family choices or laws reaffirming stereotypical attitudes towards work and family responsibilities can hamper the promotion of social change and reaffirm the traditional ideologies of motherhood and fatherhood.  Consequently, inadequate laws or their absence can contribute to legitimising the inequalities in the distribution of work and family responsibilities to the detriment of workers striving to balance the demands of work and family.  
The Parental Leave Directive is the only EU directive, which has been adopted with the specific aim of enabling working parents to reconcile work and family responsibilities thorough the use of gender neutral entitlements to parental leave and leave for urgent family reasons.  This paper considers the legislative contribution of this directive to meeting its reconciliation objective in the UK and Poland.  It questions the EU and national legislator’s commitment to introducing effective legislative entitlements to parental leave and leave for urgent family reasons that could assist both female and male workers in making real reconciliation choices.
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