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1. Introduction 

1.1. Socio-economic situation in Croatia 

Compared to other EU countries Croatia entered the recession period somewhat 
later, but it also lasted longer. Unfavourable economic trends have marked the 
entire period since the end of 2008. The GDP growth rate become negative in 2009 
(-6.9%) and the same trend has continued until today (-2% in 2012), with the 
exception of 2011, which brought a zero GDP growth rate. According to current 
estimates, the negative trend should continue also throughout 2013. This had an 
adverse effect on the situation at the labour market, the salaries and the poverty 
rates of particular groups in society (including small children). The unemployment 
rate is among the highest in the EU (15.9% in 2012), and an additional drop in 
already low employment rate was also noted (from 62.9% in 2008 to 55.4% in 
2012). The employment rate of the prime working-age population (25-49) was 
70.1% in 2012, with a gender gap in the employment rate of 6.3 percentage points 
in favour of men. This gender gap is almost non-existent among the childless men 
and women (0.4 percentage points in favour of men). Still, it becomes pronounced in 
the case of parents (i.e. mothers) with small children (20 percentage points higher 
employment rate of fathers in comparison to mothers of one child under the age of 
six), and it is growing with the number of children (Eurostat 2013). 

Hence, the gender gap in the employment rates becomes more pronounced with 
motherhood. Childless women and women with primary school-age children have 
the highest employment rates, indicating that career breaks are of temporary 
character in most cases. While speaking about work-family policies it is important to 
notice not only that a dual earner family has been a prevalent norm in Croatia, but 
that both, men and women, predominantly work full time hours. The share of 
employees working part-time in Croatia is very small and decreasing (8.4% in 2012), 
and the mean of reported working hours is 41.1 hours for men and 40.4 hours for 

The total population in Croatia is declining. The demographic situation has been 
marked by population ageing and, from a comparative perspective, less pronounced 
pluralisation of family forms than in other EU member states. According to the 2011 
census data the share of the population 65+ was 17.7%, which exceeded the 
number of young people from 0 to 14 years of age for the first time. The divorce rate 
is 1.3 and the share of children born outside marriage 14%. The total fertility rate 
was 1.41 in 2011, and a crude rate of net migration is recording negative values 
since the onset of the crisis (Eurostat 2013). 

The public debt reached the level of 53.7% of GDP in 2012 (HNB 2013). The total 
social protection expenditures are considerably lower than in the EU27 (29.4%), 
amounting to 20.4% of GDP in 2011. It is a similar situation with expenditures on the 
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function family/children which reached 1.6% of GDP in Croatia (2.3% in the EU27) 
(Eurostat 2013). 

1.2. Work-family policies in Croatia  main characteristics 
and trends  

Croatian work-family policies have been determined by the socialist legacy. The 
socialist period favoured the economic independence of women and in order to 
facilitate  participation in the labour market the state introduced different 
policy instruments such as paid maternity leave, labour market related protection, 
publicly organised and subsidised childcare. From a comparative perspective, for 
that time progressive and rather liberal legislation in the field of reproductive rights 
and family relations was also introduced (e.g. free choice on fertility, divorce related 
rights, rights of children born out of wedlo

The socialist period brought quite generous maternity leave as, following several 
reforms, an earnings-related maternity leave was extended until the child turns one 
year of age, with 100% compensation rate . The childcare system 
covered 30.3% of children in kindergartens and 7.8% in nurseries in 1989 (Baran et 
al. 2011). Still, different family policy measures were directed solely towards the 
mothers attached to the labour market and they failed to address the position of 
women in the private sphere. Although fathers beca

the 1970s,1 that was only on an exceptional basis and with the 
-keeping function 

Similarly to other postcommunist countries, Croatia also experienced an explicit 
discursive turn towards retraditionalisation and refamilisation in the 1990s, however, 
due to pronounced socio-economic difficulties most of the proposed familialistic 
reforms were never implemented. In the last 20 years three strategic documents 
have been enacted in the family policy area. Two of them were driven by strong pro-
natalist discourse and ideas that directed the reforms in the family policy 
predominantly towards the leave system and family benefits. 

Since 1990 there were a few new elements introduced in family policy. First, 
maternity leave was extended in the case of multiple births, the third and any 
subsequent child until the child turns three years of age (paid at low flat-rate level). 
Second, the leave-related rights ceased to be an exclusive right of employed 
parents (i.e. mothers). Third, the family benefits became less generous (e.g. 
maternity allowance became capped; an earnings-related maternity allowance was 
replaced by low, flat-rate allowance  after 
the child turns six months of age;2 stricter eligibility criteria were introduced in the 
area of childcare allowances, the real value of family benefits dropped; family 
benefits were not indexed). Fourth, a pro-natalist supplement was introduced for 
families with three or more children. Fifth, a gender sensitive terminology was 
introduced in the leave system, the leave-related rights became more flexible for 
parents (a)typically attached to the labour market and the parental leave became an 

1 
 Leave was divided into maternity leave

 It was as late as 2009 that a 
gender sensitive terminology called 
parental leave.

2  
With the reform in 2009 a ceiling on maternity leave was withdrawn and parental leave (former 

nings-related, however, with a ceiling set at very 
low level (at the level of a previous low, flat-rate allowance). 
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individual right of both parents. Sixth, the pluralisation of childcare providers was 
enacted and new quality standards in childcare were introduced . 

The current leave system provides parents with earnings-related maternity leave 
until the child turns six months of age (100% of earnings, with no ceiling). It is 
obligatory for mothers to take 98 days (28 days before the expected date of delivery 
and 70 days after the birth).3 After this compulsory maternity leave period, the 
maternity leave can be used on part-time basis and the father of the child can use 
the remaining period of maternity leave (if the mother agrees). 

The parental leave is an individual right of both parents and each parent is entitled 
to four months of parental leave per child for the first and second born child 
(15 months per parent for twins, other multiple births and the third and every 
subsequent child). The parental allowance is set at 100% of previous earnings, 
however, with a ceiling set at a low level (at 80% of the budgetary base rate for eight 
months of parental leave  and 50% for the remaining leave period ).4

Two months of the parental leave became non-transferable in 2013. The parental 
leave can be used until the child turns eight years, parents can use their entitlement 
at the same time or consecutively, and the parental leave can be taken on part-time 
basis - in one period or in several periods (no more than two times per year, each 
time no less than 30 days). Available data illustrates how the leave-related rights are 
predominantly used by mothers. The maternity leave is dominantly exercised by 
mothers, while around 2% of fathers exercised their right on parental leave (VRH 
2011). 

There are also other work-related leaves in Croatia. In the cases when parents have 
fully used maternity and parental leave, one of the employed parents has the right to 
an unpaid career break, i.e. not to work until the child turns three years of age. 

are suspended, and the rights to compulsory health insurance and retirement 
insurance are maintained. There is also an entitlement to shorter leave periods to 
care for an ill co-resident spouse or child, where the payment and the lengths of this 
leave  (15-40 working days for each illness, 70-
100% of earnings with a c nth). Additionally, pregnant workers 
have a right to use one working day off per month in order to attend prenatal 
examinations, breastfeeding mothers are entitled to two hours paid absence from 
work per day and a worker has the right to seven days full paid leave for important 
personal needs, including those related to marriage, childbirth, or the serious illness 
of a member of the immediate family.  

The Early childhood education and care (ECEC) system has not been a subject of 
important discussions and policy reforms for more than 20 years. There is no 
entitlement to ECEC at any age, though all six year olds should attend ECEC for at 
least 250 hours as preparation for school.5 ECEC is part of the educational system, 
and the responsibility for its financing and the development of new capacities is set 
at local level. That resulted in pronounced and stable regional differences in 
childcare availability as their development heavily relied on the economic 

3 
 Flat-rate allowance for parents who do not meet the condition of at least 12 months of continual 

insurance or 18 months of insurance with interruptions in the last two years; maternity leave starts 
28 days before the expected day of birth in the case of employed mothers (for more details see 

a).
4 

 G  in 2012.
5     

 Since September 2014 the communities will become obliged to provide the place to all six year olds 
in preschool program.  
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performance of a particular local area in Croatia (Dobr  The ECEC 
system remained dominantly public and in the 2012/2013 pedagogical year it 
covered 18.6% of nursery-age children (0-2) and 54.9% of kindergarten-age children 
(3-6, without preschool).6 Hence, the levels of attendance at formal services are well 
below the average of European countries, especially when it comes to older age 
groups where Croatia is placed at the bottom of the line 
2013). Consequently, parents still largely rely on non-formal forms of care, 

If we look into the trends in the ECEC 
coverage rates, they have been growing slowly until the recent financial crisis when 
Croatia started to record stagnation. Here it is important to notice that the mentioned 
growth in coverage rates in the last 15 years cannot be prescribed only to new 
childcare capacities, but also to a decreased number of children in the 0-6 age 
group. Also, different geographical areas have been differently affected by the crisis 
and there are some areas in Croatia that recorded a decrease in the ECEC 
coverage rates in the last years 

There are also pronounced regional differences in the quality and affordability of 
childcare, meaning that children are entering the childcare system under different 
rules. Additionally, the UNICEF study on community-based services and support for 
parents of small children in Croatia indicated that a significant number of children 
(mainly those living in families of lower socio-economic status) is entering the ECEC 
system at late age (immediately before entering the primary school), a smaller 
number of them is not attending any kind of the ECEC programmes before entering 
the primary school and the preschool is often quite shorter than recommended by 
the Sate pedagogical standard. Half of the parents do not see the ECEC 
programmes affordable, which is one of the main barriers for their children
participation in ECEC. They are also reporting problems with some indicators of the 
quality of childcare such as too big groups and absence of different items, as well as 
a problem with working time of childcare facilities . UNICEF 
research additionally reported about the problems of availability and affordability of 
other community based services in Croatia (e.g. different services in the healthcare 
system, support groups for parents, counselling services etc.), which is particularly 
pronounced among the parents of lower socio-economic status and those living in 
rural areas 

The described system provides parents with limited possibilities for work-family 
balance. Both, men and women, are reporting conflict between the obligations that 
arise from the work and the family life (Dobr

flexibility of the workplace, long working hours and work intensity
obligations (especially for the elderly) are among the main factors that contribute to 
higher conflict . 

The different leaves are predominantly exercised by women and research data 
constantly reports an asymmetrical division of care work and other household 
related tasks within the family  The gender pay gap in 
Croatia is 17.6% (Eurostat 2013), while discrimination of (future) mothers at the 
labour market is one of the important problems that has not been tackled seriously. 
Studies kodem 2009) how women are still experiencing 

6
  If we include the children who attended the preschool programme (between 11 and 14 thousands 

per year) the coverage rate for kindergarten-age children rise to 61.6%. However, we have to have 
in mind that the purpose of the preschool programme is not to facilitate a work-family balance. It is 
intended as a preparation for school (one year before entering a primary school) and it can last up 
to 250 hours per year.
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different forms of discrimination at the labour market (e.g. questions related to 
marriage and number of (planned) children in job interviews, sexism, termination of 
a work contract due to pregnancy). 

2. Recent reforms and current policy debates 

The work-family balance has not gained an important place on the political agenda 
in Croatia. Although it has become one of the goals which recently started to be 
referred to around some of the reforms in the family policy area, we cannot claim 
that there is a comprehensive work-family policies agenda. Hence, the latest 
reforms can be seen more as a reaction on external demands than as a result of 
planned policy which aims to tackle problems related to the reconciliation of work 
and family life. 

Recently, two reform proposals were enacted. First, to regulate the grey market and 
as a response to a shortage of places in the ECEC facilities the government 
introduced an Act on nannies in March 2013, which is focused mainly on the 
provision of care, omitting an educational dimension of ECEC. The Act regulates the 
conditions and basic standards under which nanny services can be provided. 
Nannies can provide childcare for children under the age of fourteen years (one 
nanny can provide childcare for a maximum of six children), while the financing is 
left to the local municipalities decision (they can finance nanny services if they 
decided so). Second, in order to harmonise with the EU Council Directive 
2010/18/EU on parental leave the leave system has been changed in April 2013. 
The parental leave increased to eight months  four months per parent, with two 
months transferable to the other parent and two months that are non-transferable. 
This reform replaced a previous leave legislation that provided three months leave 

months entitlement. One of the main arguments used in the reform proposal was 
that this change will allow increased participation of fathers in childcare. Still, the 
argument was not closely related to the gender equality agenda and it was stressed 
how the new leave system will allow a 
according VRH 2013). 

As these two acts only came into effect it is hard to predict their implications for 
work-family balance and parenting practices. That is especially the case with the Act 
on nannies as it is hard to predict how the local communities and parents are going 
to behave, what can have also different implications for the ECEC system. 
Regarding the changes in parental leave legislation, as the parental leave remains 
to be paid at low level, based on similar experience of other countries, it can be 
presumed that this reform is not going to significantly affect parenting practices in 
Croatia. 

3. Transferability issues 

The discussion paper on France identified some practices relevant for the Croatian 
case, most of them related to the ECEC. One of them is related to the fact that 
childminders  services in France involve also education duties for children. Namely, 
as stated earlier, Croatia regulated nannies  services in 2013, but the law has not 
explicitly foreseen an educational dimension in providing these types of services. 
Also, one childminder is allowed to care for less children in France than in Croatia, 
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what is especially relevant from the aspect of care quality. Additionally, challenges 
related to the problems with job quality of childminders could be an important 
learning point for Croatia who just started to institutionalise this type of services.  

It is also interesting to notice that France has childcare centres offering a part-time 
care targeting inactive women and the quotas for children from families of lower 
socio-economic status. Namely, the lack of the ECEC facilities in Croatia created 
local eligibility criteria that favour employed parents who have priority at waiting lists 
for childcare. Consequently, inactive parents with small children are facing problems 
with childcare when they are trying to find a job. Also, children from families of lower 
socio-economic status are predominantly left out of the system, and those are the 
children who benefit the most from the inclusion in ECEC.  

Additionally, an entitlement to ECEC as in France is an example of good practice 
Croatia should also follow, as well as paradigmatic turn towards social investment 
discourse that recognised importance and positive elements of the development of 
new ECEC facilities.  

Regarding other areas, the presented webpage http://www.mon-enfant.fr was very 
interesting practical example showing how to make information on ECEC availability 
and costs easily available for parents. Also, paternity leave and family friendly 
policies at work place are additional examples of good practices the Croatia should 
follow.   
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