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overview:

- From the perspective of women’s post-leave employment:

- “Shorter parental leave may have the potential to reshape traditional gender roles. Long duration of
leave usually adversely affects a woman’s career and pay when she returns to work”. (EIGE
report, 2024)

- Parental leave arrangements are interrelated with gender equality. Greater flexibility and higher
payment levels may have a positive effect on fathers’ uptake of the leave reducing also gender ‘care’
gap and improving work-life balance for women.

- The availability of subsidized care service contribute to the reduction not only of the gender gaps in
employment but also facilitates women’s re-entry into the labor market.

- “Returning to work can be challenging physically and mentally. This can be made easier through flexible
and family-friendly working arrangements”. (EIGE report, 2024)
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o FQM%reV[JQWéctive of work-life balance and women’s mental health:

- Franzoi et al. (2023) shows that mothers often report tensions between work and care demands, family-to-
work conflict and overload esp. if they breastfeed.

- Combining motherhood with employment after parental leave may be source of stress and anxiety and
worsened life work-balance (Okorn et al. 2025), esp. among highly educated women occupying qualified
jobs (Karanika-Murray & Cooper, 2020).

- The process of re-integration depends on the family-related culture and support programs at workplace,
possibilities of flexitime arrangements, part-time or telework (Hill et al., 2023; Okorn et al. 2025). However,
such job positions can be a challenge, esp. in organizations with non-family-friendly occupational culture.

- Authors mention some benefits of longer parental leave since it allows women to care for and breastfeed
their baby longer (Brand & Barreiro-Lucas, 2014).

- Longer parental leave can have also negative consequences for the re-entry into the labor market,
earnings, professional qualifications and carrier perspectives (Budig et al. 2023).
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overview:

- Heterogeneity in transition patterns of return-to-job after parental leave:

- Studies describe large heterogeneity in transition patterns of return-to-job after parental leave:

- Women in maternity leave do not return to their job afterwards because they leave the company
(Fitzenberger et al. 2011).

- “Female employees return to part-time work during maternity leave, which is often a stepping stone but
no guarantee for a return-to-job afterwards” Fitzenberger et al (2011).

- Having a next child is also a factor influencing women'’s re-entry into the labor market (Huebener et al.
2021)

- Dependencies related to women’s education, tenure/ work experience, previous promotions, “mothers’
internal replaceability and their leave duration” (Fitzenberger et al 2010; Fr'uhwirth-Schnatter et al.
2015).
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Parental leave policy in Bulgaria

- The paid parental leave scheme in Bulgaria aims to protect working mothers and support them in raising
their children, while also promoting a better work-life balance for parents during the early years of a
child’s life (Dimitrova, Kotzeva, llieva 2024, 111-122).

- Paid leave is divided into two periods:

- 1. Maternity leave: Women are entitled to 410 calendar days, with 45 days before birth. Financial
compensation equals 90% of the average insured income received over the 24 months preceding the
leave.

- 2. Parental leave: This period extends until the child turns two years old. It is less generously
compensated, with a flat-rate benefit of €400 per month for all eligible parents, regardless of their prior
income.

- Eligibility: Self-employed women, adoptive parents, and foster parents have the same rights as
biological parents. The same applies to parental leave during the second year.

- Maternity and parental leave are still primarily considered the mother’s right, and transfer is possible
only at her request. Maternity leave is almost universally taken by mothers, while parental leave is
utilized by a slightly lower proportion of women.
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Paternity leave Iin Bulgaria

- Paternity leave: Fathers are entitled to 15 calendar days of non-transferable paternity
leave, to be used immediately after the child’s birth. This leave is compensated at 90% of
the father's average gross monthly earnings over the previous 24 months.

- Since 2022, fathers have also been entitled to an additional two-month paid, non-
transferable leave, which can be used at any time until the child turns eight.

- The most commonly used form of paternity leave in Bulgaria remains the 15-day
entittement, which was taken by approximately half of all fathers in 2023.

- Unpaid parental leave: Parents may also take one year of unpaid leave until the child
reaches the age of three.
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female employment and informal economy

- Low enrolment rates in créches - 18% in 2023, one of the lowest in the EU (NSI data, 2024)
- Reasons:

- Limited availability of creches, esp. in the capital

- Low trust in the quality of care

- Generous parental leave

- Low level of part-time work for women — less than 3% (Eurostat)
- Reasons:

- Limited availability of part-time jobs

- Part-time jobs are underpaid

- Work-related cultural norms

- Informal/grey economy - 29.7 percent of GDP in 2023 (World Economics Informal Economy
database) — employees are insured on the minimum salary or are not insured at al.

- Contradiction: high level of eligibility to leave according to the duration of employment (policy
level), Yet, some groups of women who do not appreciate the leave, interrupt it and return to
their job or search/find a new job (practices level).
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Aim and research guestions

- The aim of the study is to explore post-leave job-related security, orientations, practices and
pathways after parental leave among women in Bulgaria.

- Research Questions:

- 1. What are the factors, associated with earlier return to work or interruption/transfer of
parental leave among women in Bulgaria?

- 2. Which social groups of women feel more certain about returning to paid work/ starting a
new job after the end of parental leave?

- 3. Which social groups of mothers feel more often discriminated at work due to their childcare
responsibilities?

- 4. Which social groups of women feel anxious to take a leave for sick child and experience
refusals by their employer to take this leave?



Data and methods

- The present study is part of the project “Parental Leave Policies and Practices in Bulgaria: A Study
on the Attitudes of Parents and Employers to Parental Leave in the Context of Social Inequalities and
Social Sustainability” (2024/26), funded by the Bulgarian National Science Fund.

- The sample includes1536 mothers and 503 fathers of children up to the age of 8, almost half of
whom are 36 to 45 years old, having one child and living in a big city.

- For the present analysis we use only the female sample.

- The methods used in the present analysis include descriptive statistician analysis and logistic
regression analysis.



- Factors associated with the transfer of the leave or earlier return to work by mother and return to work

- Dependent variable created as a binary:

- Combined measure of the transfer or earlier return to work of women before the end of the leave (i.e. before the end of the first or the second
year after childbirth).

- A focus on net and interaction effects of mother and father’s education.

- Women'’s intentions to return to work after the end of the parental leave; mothers’ experiences at workplace (perceived discrimination at
workplace due to women'’s childcare responsibilities; women’s anxiety to take a leave for a sick child; practices of employers’ refusals of taking
a leave for a sick child).

- Dependent variables created as binaries:

- “While on leave (maternity, parental leave), to what extent are you/were you certain that you will return to work after the leave ends (1 - lowest
level of confidence; 10 - highest level of confidence).”

- “Have you felt discriminated against or undervalued at work because your employer knew you had a small child?”
- “If your child gets sick, are you worried about taking your legally entitled parental leave?”
- “Has your employer ever denied you the leave you are entitled to by law to care for a sick child?”

- Independent variables: number of children; partnership status; place of residence; mother's education; mother's employment status at
childbirth, father's employment status at birth, average monthly HH income.
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"Which of the following considerations did you take into

) ) - "What was your work schedule when you returned to work after
account in returning to this work schedule?"(%)

maternity/parental leave?" (%)

Combined childcare with flexi-work time

Fulltime

Got a place in public creche
Other relatives took on childcare Part-time

Still on maternity/ parental leave
The other parent took on childcare Fixed work-

ing hours
No option to choose a work schedule
No places in public creches No fixed

working hours
None of the aforementioned
Used private creche Teleworklr‘g/
Home office
Used private creche, receiving...
Hybrid - in office

Hired babysitter and teleworking
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arrangements

- When asked about their views on the duration of parental leave in the first and second years and its
distribution, respondents showed a preference for maintaining the current scheme, which grants
significantly longer leave to mothers. More than half (52.7% of women) support the status quo.

- Parents place a higher value on well-paid and longer parental leave, rather than on accessible and
affordable public childcare combined with shorter leave. When given a choice between state-
supported high-paid parental leave or improved services for small children, the majority (65.1% of
women) favour paid leave. In contrast, only 26.2% of women support enhanced child services.

- Notably, support for better child services is stronger among parents living in the capital, those with
higher education, individuals working in the civil sector, and those with a good economic status.



(Un)certainty about return to job and post-leave employment
status

n H .
While on leave (maternity, parental leave), how sure "What job position did you return to after maternity/parental
H " o
are/were you that you will return to work?" (%) leave?" (%)
In my previous position
100
90 Changed the
80 employer
70 Lost job
60 (incl. closure of the...
50 In another position,
40 with the same salary
30 In another position,
20 with higher salary
10 3.3 In another position,
0 with lower salary
Uncertain Certain Have not

worked/N.A.

o

10 20 30 40 50 60 70
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Searching for job during the parental leave

"During the parental leave how often have you worked or searched for
job" (%)

60
50
40
30
20
10

Never Sometimes Once a week Every day
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Multivariate analysis 1.

Factors associated with mother's decision to interrupt or
transfer the parental leave due to earlier return to work



Model 3. Nat aeffact Model 4. Interaction
Madel 2. Only father

Moadel 1. Only mother of parental of parental
worked before childbirth work-ed l:-vefore employment before employment status
childbirth chil dbirth before childbirth
transfer Oddsratio Sig. Odds ratio Sig. Odds ratio Sig. Odds ratio Sig.
Mumber of children
1child{ref.) 1 1 1 1
2 children C.7G ok 076G i .65 ok C.68 o
3+ children 1.3 1.40 1.44 1.44
. . , .. Partnership status
Table 1. Factors associated with mother's decision Married (ref.) 1 1 1 1
to interrupt or transfer parental leave due to an In cohabitation 0.99 0.950 0.96 0.94
earlier return to work (Survey on “Parental Leave ';“?t:f[re:‘;"e"“e - - - -
.. . . . g city (ref.
Policies and Practices in Bulgaria: A Study on the Srmail town/villsge - - P R— P - PR -
Attitudes of Parents and Employers to Parental Material status of the family
Leave in the Context of Social Inequalities and Sood 1 1 1 1
. . IR Average 068 067 * 0.68 * 0.eR *
Social Sustainability” - 2024/26) o 071 " P R P R PP
Mother' s employment status at birth
Employed (ref.) 1 1
Mot employed (in education,
unemployed, econ. inactive] 1.28 1.15
Father's employment statug at birth
Employed (ref.) 1 1
Mot employed (ineducation,
unemployed, econ. inactive) 2.07 il 2.03 il
Employment status of parents at birth
Both parents worked (ref.) 1
Only mother worked .59 o
Only father worked 1.37
Both parents didn'twork 0.77
Woman's carrier orientations
Mot strong (ref.) 1 1 1 1
Strong 3.23 i 3.34 ik 3.31 b 3.3 **H*
Constant .55 o 0. 56 ok .56 **H*
M 873 571 ks 816
Log likelihood -5l 55 -535.60 -533.63 -53324.2%

Pseudo RZ .05 .05 005 0.05
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Results

Women with two children are less likely to transfer the parental leave and return to work before the end of the leave (Models 1-4)
compared to the respondents with one child (reference group).

- Mothers, living in small residential places (small towns or villages) are less likely to interrupt or transfer the leave and to start
working compared to women, living in big cities (reference group) (Models 1-4).

- Women who evaluate the material status of their families as average or low are less likely to transfer the leave and to return
earlier to paid work compared to the respondents who evaluate the material status of their families as good (reference group).

- Father's unemployment or economic inactivity is associated with higher likelihood that women would interrupt or transfer the
leave and to return earlier to paid work (Models 2-4).

- Women with stronger career orientations are more likely to return to paid work before the end of parental leave compared to
mothers with less work attachment (reference group) (Models 1-4).



Multivariate analysis 2.

Factors associated with:

women’s intentions to return to paid work/starting a new job after the end of parental leave;
perceived discrimination at workplace against mothers with young children;
women’s concerns about taking a leave for a sick child;
employers’ refusals of taking a leave for a sick child.



e . Model 1. Uncertainty  Model 2. Discrimination Model 3. Anxietyto Model 4. Employer's
1-Uncertain/discriminated/anxious/got

refusals about returning atwork place of women use sick leave for sick refusal to use
to/starting a job after PL with small children child parental leave
Covariates: Odds ratio Sig. Odds ratio Sig. Odds ratio Sig.  Oddsratio  Sig.
Number of children
1 child (ref.} 1 1 1 1
2 children 0.79 * 0.95 0.99 0.73 x
3+ children 1.40 1.57 1.48 0.73
Partnership status
Table 2. Factors associated with Married (ref.} 1 1 1 1
women’s intentions to return to paid In cohabitation 1.17 1.07 1.06 1.14
Word/starting a hew job after the end of No partner (separated, divorcer, widown 1.08 1.24 1.68 * 1.33
parenta| |eave; Place of residence
perceived discrimination at workplace Big city (ref.}. 1 1 1 1
against mothers with young children; Smalltown;’vllla,’qe 1.11 0.94 0.87 0.39
, . Mother's education
women’s concerns about taking a leave
. - Secondary or lower (ref.} 1 1 1 1
for a sick Chl_ld’ University or colle ge degree 0.68 * 1.04 0.90 0.62 **
employers’ refusals of taking a leave for a Mother's employment status at birth
sick child. Employed {ref.} 1 1 1 1
Not employed {in education,
unemployed, econ. inactive} 1.96 ok 1.59 * 1.55 * 1.35
Father's employment status at birth
Employed {ref.} 1 1 1 1
Not employed {in education,
unemployed, econ. inactive} 0.84 1.50 0.53  ** 1.20
Monthly income of HH
Below 3,500 BGN [ ref.} 1 1 1 1
Above 3, 500BGN 0.69 o 0.59 ok 0.67 o 0.67 o
Constant 0.64 0.024 1.02 0.924 2.16 0.000 1.16 0470
N 1235 1013 1121 a7
Log likelihood -711.17 -688.74 -719.58 -572.01

Pseudo R2 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.03



Results — 1.

- Model 1 shows that women with two children are significantly less uncertain about their return/starting
paid work after the end of parental leave compared to women with one child (reference group).

- Women with higher education are more determined in their intentions to return to paid work after the
end of the parental leave.

- Women from high income households have stronger intentions to return to paid work or start a new
job after the end of the parental leave compared to the respondents from less affluent households
(reference group).

- Model 2 shows that perceived discrimination at workplace prevails among women who were
economically inactive/unemployed before childbirth.

- Mothers from high income HHs are less likely to report discrimination at work due to their childcare
responsibilities.



Results — 2.

- Model 3 shows that single mothers experience higher anxiety about taking leave to care for a sick child.

- Mothers who were economically inactive/ unemployed before childbirth are more likely to feel anxious about
taking a leave to care of sick child.

- The partner’'s unemployment/ economic inactivity decreases women’s concerns about using the leave for a
sick child.

- Women from high income households are less likely to feel anxious about taking a leave to care for a sick
child.

- Model 4 reveals that highly educated women are less likely to report practices of employers’ refusals to use
a leave for a sick child.

- Women from high income households are less likely to report employer’s refusals to the leave for a sick
child.
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Conclusion

- Bulgaria’s leave policies are primarily designed to support women through long, well-
compensated maternity and (less well-compensated but long) parental leave, along with
job protection upon return.

- Many women feel compelled to work or search for jobs while on leave, especially those in
precarious employment, this highlights the need for stronger job protection during parental
leave.

- Beyond the generous principle of long and well-paid (for the first year) parental leave, there are
large numbers of mothers who are not satisfied with the leave and interrupt it and return to their
previous job or try to find a new one.

- Leave policy effects should consider the needs of different socio-economic groups of mothers.
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Conclusion

- The study reveals intersectionality of different sociodemographic factors and polarization
of the practices of the transfer of the parental leave and women’s earlier return to paid work.

- Unemployment/ economic inactivity of the partner may influence mothers’ decisions to
return to paid work before the end of the leave.

- On the other hand, opportunities for remote work (distant employment), women’s stronger
work attachment and career orientations, having a job in a dynamic employment sector can
facilitate women’s earlier return to paid work. -> Predominantly valid for the parental leave for
the second year when women with higher education/ high income loose their finances and
career opportunities. Income penalty.



Conclusion

- Concerns about using leave to care for a sick child are most often experienced by single
mothers. Women from high income households are less likely to feel anxious about taking a leave
to care for a sick child.

- The sense of workplace discrimination is stronger among women who were economically
inactive at the time of childbirth and women with lower education. These results reveal
dependencies on quality of jobs, companies’ support and protection policies at workplace,
mothers’ work experience, type of jobs, etc.

- These results highlight the importance of flexible leave options tailored to the diverse needs of
mothers, enabling them to better balance childcare responsibilities with work commitments.



Conclusion

- Paid leave policies should include guaranteed job security upon return, preventing women from
being forced to prioritize job hunting over caregiving.

- Policies promoting remote work or flexible work schedules for both parents could improve
parental leave arrangements.

- Need for adaptable workplace policies (reduced working hours, remote work options, and access
to institutional childcare) that support a smoother transition back to work following the parental leave.

- To truly support the wellbeing of parents, leave policies must prioritize flexibility and expand
access to childcare services beyond the family network.



Thank you for your attention!
Question and comments?



