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FACTSHEET: TIME OFF WORK 

The law is complicated. Below is only an outline guide to some employee rights to time 
off work for family responsibilities and as a break from work. For more detailed 
information, including maternity and paternity leave, see www.workingfamilies.org.uk or 
contact Working Families: helpline: 0300 012 0312, email: 
advice@workingfamilies.org.uk. Some employers have their own more generous 
policies. It is worth checking your contract or with your human resources department. 

The police, armed forces and agency workers do not have the same employee rights. 

Emergency Leave for Dependants: 
Employees have the right to take unpaid time off work to deal with an unexpected event 
involving someone who depends on them. This includes the breakdown of normal care 
arrangements. Your employer cannot penalise you for taking the time off, provided your 
reasons are genuine. You must inform your employer as soon as possible. There is no 
official upper limit on how much time off you can have for such an emergency, although 
it must be reasonable in the circumstances. Ordinarily one or two days would be 
regarded as enough, however the employer should take into account the employee’s 
circumstances. It has been held that having prior notice of a situation (for example, a 
childminder needing time off next week) can count as an ‘emergency’.   

Parental Leave 
Parents of children under 18 can take unpaid parental leave if they have been with their 
employer at least a year. Unless you have a different agreement with your employer, 
you can be expected to give 21 days notice and be limited to four weeks a year. Parents 
can take up to a total of 18 weeks altogether for each of their children before the child is 
18. Employers can require parents taking parental leave for non-disabled children to 
take parental leave in blocks of a week. Parents taking parental leave for a disabled 
child (who is entitled to Disability Living Allowance or Personal Independence Payment) 
can take it in blocks of a day. Your employer cannot penalise you for taking parental 
leave. There are circumstances in which employers can postpone parental leave. 
Contact Working Families if you need advice about this. 

Annual Leave 
Employees begin accruing their entitlement to paid annual leave as soon as they start 
with their employer. Part-time workers must have the same entitlement as their full-time 
colleagues, pro rata. Employers can decree when you may not and when you must take 
your leave as long as they give you sufficient notice (twice the length of the leave). 
Although there are regulations limiting some types of business on Christmas Day and 
Easter Sunday, you do not have a right to take public holidays off, as long as you get the 
statutory minimum amount of paid holiday. Full-time workers are entitled to a minimum 
of 28 days a year, including any public holidays they have off. You do not have a legal 
right to carry over any unused leave from one year to the next, although many 
employers allow some carry-over. 
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If you, or someone you know, want this factsheet in a larger font 
or different format please ring 020 7253 7243. 

Time Off for Dependants’ Appointments 
There is no legal right to time off when you have to accompany a child or adult to an 
appointment. In some circumstances you may be able to use emergency or parental 
leave. Your employer may allow you the time off or be flexible and allow you to make the 
time up or take annual leave. 
 
Useful contacts:
Working Families, Cambridge House, 
1 Addington Square, London SE5 0HF 
020 7253 7243 
office@workingfamilies.org.uk 
Low income families’ helpline:  
0300 012 0312 
Working Families’ publication: 
From Child to Adult: a guide to disability, 
transition and family finance download 
from www.workingfamilies.org.uk  
 

 

 

Waving not drowning 
Working Families’ Project for Carers and 
Parents of Disabled Children who work 
or wish to work. Free newsletter,  
e-bulletin, dedicated helpline:  
020 7017 0072. 

Advisory Conciliation and Arbitration 
Service (ACAS), www.acas.org.uk 

Gov.uk, www.gov.uk 

HM Revenue & Customs, 
www.hmrc.gov.uk  

Your union
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