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The project comprised qualitative and quantitative research with young (aged 35 and 

under) working parents, all of whom had a combined household income of £28,000 or less 

Stage 1: Qualitative  

Dec 2016 – Jan 2017 

• 2-week diary tracking task to capture the experiences of parents, without influencing 

their stories 

• 8 x 2 hour focus groups designed to understand their experiences, the role of their 

employers and their responses to the existing and amended rights 

 

Stage 2: Quantitative  

April 2017 

• Online poll of 1,050 people from across the UK, all of whom fit the specification for 

young core working parents   

• Insights from qualitative used to design questionnaire 

 

56 participants 

1,050 respondents 

Introduction 



Qualitative Sample 
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Sample 

Region 

• Coventry 

• Hull 

• Preston 

• Harlow 

 

Qualitative conducted with parents aged 20-35 who are in low to median paid employment. All had at least 

one child aged between 1 and 16 years old, and none found it easy or very easy to organise childcare with 

their working hours. 

Gender 

• 4 x groups with women 

• 2 x groups with men 

 

Sector 

• 2 x groups with retail 

workers 

• 2 x groups with social care 

workers 

• 4 x ‘all sector’ groups 

Regularity of hours 

• Groups were split by the 

respondents’ perception of 

the regularity/ irregularity of 

their working hours  



Quantitative Sample: Overview 

• Quantitative research conducted with 1,050 young parents in April 2017:  

• All aged 35 or under 

• All with a household income of £28,000 or under 

• All with a minimum of 1 child under 18 living at home with them 

• Working in a range of different sectors 

 

5 BritainThinks | Private and Confidential 

Sample 

Methodological note: due to the targeted nature of this survey, and lack of sampling frame for the total 

young core worker population, findings should be treated as indicative rather than representative 



Why did we 
commission 
the research? 



 

 

 
• Significant cohort (29%) of young core workers (21-30) are parents  

• Unions reporting that young parents are struggling to manage childcare and work 

• Unions represent around 300,000 young parents – but we want to support even 

more 

• Significant developments over the last decade include: 

 Introduction of shared parental leave 

 Increase in maternity leave 

 Extension of unpaid parental leave 

 Introduction of right to request flexible working 

• But these developments have fallen short of what is needed.  Rights are often 

inaccessible and poorly constructed 



The research 
findings 
confirmed 
what unions 
had told us… 



 

 

 

• Common working practices make managing childcare even more difficult 

 Shift variability 

 Not knowing when shifts will end 

 Lack of advance notice of shifts 

• Workplace culture is not supportive of young parents 

 Employers see it as the individuals problem – and don’t speak to parents about policies that could help 

 Worse and/or fewer shifts 

 Put through disciplinary process 

• Employment rights 

 Inaccessible and inadequate 

 Lack of awareness 

Parents suffer because of lack of support – threefold consequences 

 

 



Managing childcare and work is a 
“juggling act”. 
Working practices throw another ball 
into the mix 



Shift variability means parents can’t plan 

What does variability look like: 

• Not being able to finish on time, shifts changed at short notice, given their rota 

less than a week ahead of time, requests for overtime 

 

• 26% of young working parents have had their shifts changed at short notice 

• 19% of parents being given their rota less than a week in advance 

 

  



Workplace culture 
 is stuck in the past 



Employer indifference 

• Employers are not speaking to their staff about childcare needs.  They’re not 

keeping up with changing attitudes amongst young parents. 

 

• Nearly a quarter (24%) of young parents in our survey did not feel that their 

employer does anything to accommodate their childcare needs.  

• 51% of young parents have an employer who has never spoken to them about 

policies that exist to help them better balance work with childcare 

 

  



Stigma of flexibility and repercussions of asking for 

support 

• Parents are afraid to ask for help – for well founded reasons! 

• Over a third of young parents felt stigmatised at work as a result of needing 

flexibility to help manage childcare  

• 42% of young parents feel penalised at work when they need flexibility: 

• Fewer hours 

• Worse shifts 

• Loss of job 

 

  



The fatherhood penalty 

 

 

• Gender stereotypes are still rife in the workplace.  Young fathers’ attitudes have 

shifted significantly over the last decade – employers need to catch up. 

• 57% of fathers have employers who have never spoken to them about better work 

life balance policies 

• 46% of fathers feel that their employers don’t understand they have responsibilities 

outside of work 

• 48% of men feel guilty when they bring up childcare issues at work 

• Less likely to use legal rights  - flexible working and time off for dependents 

 

  



Vindictive behaviour from line managers 

• Line managers can often exacerbate the problems that young parents face 

• Last minute shift changes, breaching confidentiality, and creating an atmosphere 

of fear  

• Line managers using disciplinary and health monitoring procedures against staff 

who had taken absences because of children’s sick days. 

 

  



 
Most young parents (58%) feel they know little or nothing about 

what legal rights they have at work to help them balance work with 

childcare 



 
Most young parents (58%) feel they know little or nothing about 

what legal rights they have at work to help them balance work with 

childcare 

 

• 63% knew little or nothing of right to unpaid parental leave 

• 43% knew little or nothing  of the right to request flexible working 

• 50% knew little or nothing of right to time off for dependents 

• 67% of young parents working part time say they know little or nothing about their 

rights. 

  



What happens when support networks 
fail? Please use brand-approved images such as the 

ones in this template. To change the picture, 

right click on the image. Select “format 

background” and then in the fill menu select 

“Picture or texture fill” and click the File button 

to browse your folders. For more pictures ask 

for access to our photo library. 



Coping strategies have a time and financial 

penalty… 

 

• 29% of parents have used annual leave, in the last 12 months, to cover a sickness 

day for a child 

• 24% of young parents have taken unpaid leave, in the last 12 months, to cover a 

sickness day for a child 

• 33% of parents have used a sick day, in the last 12 months, when it was their child 

who was sick and needed looking after... 

• Income is covered 

• Not asking for something for the kids 

 

 

  



Impact on young parents 

• Impact on health -  feelings of anxiety, stress, tiredness and guilt 

• Personal relationships damaged due to relying on informal networks 

• Reputation tarnished at work, for example, taking sick days to look after child 

• Impact on time – holiday leave being used to look after sick children 

• Impact on income – 24% asked to take time off with no pay at short notice, 10% incurred 

penalty fees for picking up children late 

 

 

 

 

  



What should be done? Please use brand-approved images such as the 

ones in this template. To change the picture, 

right click on the image. Select “format 

background” and then in the fill menu select 

“Picture or texture fill” and click the File button 

to browse your folders. For more pictures ask 

for access to our photo library. 



Working practices 

 

• Shift variability 

• Notice of shifts at least one month in advance  

• Compensation for shift cancellation 

• Guaranteed hours and premium rate of pay 

• Premium rate of pay for non guaranteed hours 

 

  



Cultural shift 

 

 

• Promotion of business case benefits to employers 

• Campaigns to raise awareness of employment rights – Taylor review  

• Union strategies to negotiate policies and change culture in workplaces 

• Jobs should be advertised flexibly as the norm – Working Families strapline 

• Make it acceptable to use employment rights – lever to change culture 

 

  



What young parents told us they want from 

employment rights… 



Enhancing employment rights 

• Unpaid parental leave 

• Paid leave 

• Piecemeal 

• Less notice period required 

• Right to request flexible working 

• Temporary change to terms and conditions 

• Right to time off for dependents 

• Period of paid leave 

 

 

 



Positive Trade Union Impact 

• Employers with unions are more likely to implement work-life balance practices, 

over and above those that are required to do so by law.  

• In addition, there are twice as many work-life practices (such as working from home 

or financial help with childcare) in unionised workplaces compared to non-

unionised workplaces. 

• the presence of a union recognised for bargaining significantly reduces the 

incidence of long working hours (over 48 hours per week) 

• The presence of a recognised union also reduces the likelihood that the employer 

thinks it is the employee’s responsibility to balance work and family life. 

 

 

 



Inadequacy of Shared Parental Leave 

• Take up of just 1% amongst eligible employees 

 The govt’s own predictions were unambitious – between 2-8% 

• Stat pay rate is too low – half the rate of NMW pay 

• CIPD says their members are not promoting it as it is too complicated 

 

 

 



Commission proposal for a new EU Directive, 

including parental leave… 

• Will it apply? Transition arrangements? Future trade deals? 

• Paid parental leave at SSP – 4 months per child 

• Paid Carer’s leave at SSP 

• All working parents will be entitled to Right to Request (currently all employees) 

 

 

 



New Bereavement Leave Bill 

• Positive step – it doesn’t go far enough 

• 2 weeks paid leave for parents who suffer a bereavement of their child under the 

age of 18 

• What is the rate of pay? 

• Looks like it only applies to employees – so not an agency worker who suffers a 

bereavement 

• Only for parents 

 

 

 

 




