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Comparing parental leave systems

• Comparing legislation 

• Comparing use

• Comparing consequences



Sources for comparing

• Different databases such as Annual reports from 

International Network for Leave Policies & 

Research (www.leavenetwork.org)

• Internationally comparable surveys (GGS, ESS) 

• Weigh comparability in detail versus a large 

number of data points, also over time





Comparing legislation
Source: Social Policy Indicators database (SPIN)

Length of parental 

leave

Replacement level of 

parental leave

Source: Duvander, Ferrarini and Johansson, 2015



Length (weeks) for different parts of
parental leave 2010
Reserved for mother, shared, reserved for father, 
paternity days

Source: Duvander, Ferrarini and Johansson, 2015



Definitions matter!
Replacement as share of industrial 
workers’ wage
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Source: Duvander, Ferrarini and Johansson, 2015

Data see also http://www.spin.su.se/



Deal with detail!

Source: Annual report comparative tables, example from leavenetwork.org 



Use of parental leave 

• Can different sources be used in same study? 

– Surveys with different sampling 

– Survey and register data

• Can different time points be used?

• What does parental leave mean in different 

contexts? 



Comparing use, Surveys

• Comparative surveys (GGS, ESS, Labor force 

surveys etc)

• Problems

– Sample size and selection

– Comparable questions

– Response rate



Register data

• Advantages

• Whole population or random LARGE sample

• Official statistics

• No subjective responses

• Problems

-legislation differ

-reporting may differ

-eligibility may differ



Examples of hard decisions

• Measure time (2 years?)

• Continued family dynamics (childbearing, 

dissolution)

• Eligibility (exclude Norwegian non-eligible 

fathers?)

• Quota of different length



Share of benefit days used by fathers in 
the Nordic countries

Source: Nordic council of Ministers 2016



Other problems

• Access

• Combination of registers



Consequences of leave

• Can we measure effects of policy? 

– Associations or causality

• Example of studies of impact of policies



Basic issues on policy influence

• Can policy change behaviour?

• Limits to policy’s influence on society

• Direct and indirect policies

• Policy type: whip or carrot?

• Trends in policy focus

• Slow or fast implementation of policy

• Who is policy directed to?



Total Divorce Rate in Sweden 
1960 - 2004
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Total Divorce rate

Council of Europe. 2006. Recent Demographic Developments in Europe 2005. Strasbourg: 

Council of Europe Publishing.



Total first marriage rate (TFMR) for 
women in Sweden 
1960 - 2008 

Source: Ohlsson-Wijk (2011:184). Population Studies, Vol. 65, No. 2, 2011, pp. 183-

200



Costs in billion SEK for sick leave
source: Social Insurance in Figures 2015



How to measure policy effects? How
may policy change individual
behaviour? 

• Causality through reform studies, natural 

experiement

• Control for selection, heterogeneity

• Longitudinal studies 

• Other approaches: critical junctures

• Comparative studies

• Qualitative studies



How to approach the area of policy 
outcomes?

• Problem with disregarding aspects that are 

difficult to measure, for example gradual 

changes

• Long term trends and development

• Indirect effects

• Interdependencies between various policy areas 

and other societal context

• Solution: Use various studies and conclude from 

various sources

• Remember that social science!



Example of how to study policy outcome:

Parental leave policies and continued 
childbearing in Iceland, Norway, and Sweden. 

• Connection between parental leave use and 

fertility

• Comparison between Iceland, Norway and 

Sweden

• Good comparable, accessible register data on all 

individuals over time

• In comparison of ”similar” countries it is possible 

to isolate important differences   

Source: Duvander, A, Lappegard, T, Andersen, S, Gardarsdottir, O, Neyer, G, Viklund, I. 2019.

Demographic Research, vol 40/51. 



Parental Leave Program in the 
Nordic countries 1990-2012

Norway Sweden Iceland

One year



Research Question 

Does father’s involvement in childcare has a positive impact on 

continued childbearing?

Consequences of individual use of parental leave, two 

approaches

• Relation between fathers’ leave use and continued 

childbearing (selection possible…)

• The causal relationship: Evaluate the effects of the 

introduction and expansion of the father’s quota of the 

parental leave program



Expected effects and 
mechanisms 

• Reducing opportunity costs of having children

• Ease women’s work and thus increase compatibility?

• Signal fathers’ commitment?

or….

• Men become child-oriented or more child-oriented men take 

leave?



Method

• Couples are observed from first birth to a 

potential second birth (and third) 

• Event history analysis- consider whether 

something happends and how long it takes for 

something to happend

• Relative risks



Relative risks of second birth by 
fathers’ use of parental leave
Own calculations, register data 1990s-2009

Iceland Norway Sweden

No use 1 1 1

Up to quota 1,20* 1,16** 1,05*

More than
quota

1,30** 1,09** 1,05*



Relative risks of third birth by 
fathers’ use of parental leave
Own calculations, register data 1990s-2009

Iceland Norway Sweden

No use 1 1 1

Up to quota 0,89 0,93** 0,86**

More than
quota

1,01 0,96** 0,95**



Alternative more strict method comparing before and 
after quota introduction

• Norway 1993, Sweden 1995

• Attempt to disentagle causality

• Direct effect, not long term, not gradual, no 

dispersion in society…

• Major tests that no selection (seasonal variation, 

planned births,subgroups of parents)

• Relative risk of having another birth after quota 

compared to before 



The impact of the fathers’ quota on the 
risk of continued childbearing. Odds 
ratios for couples “exposed” to quota
Own calculations, register data, parents followed for 10 
years, difference–in-difference approach

One-child couples Two-children
couples

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

Norway 0,99 0,98 0,90 0,94

Sweden 0,94 0,95 1,22** 1,19



Conclusion

• Nordic family policy developed over long time, 

sometimes contradicting dimensions

• Outcomes of family policy has to be measured in 

many ways

• Outcomes of specific policy connected to other 

social policy and also country-setting

• Difficult, but still important to try to catch 

effects! 



Another example:
Fathers’ crude take-up rates by birth year 
1999-2015

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Birth year

Sweden

Finland

Source: Duvander, Mussino, Tervola, submitted



Crude take-up rates
by father’s share of household income

Father’s share of 
household income



Change over time
Swedish encouragements for fathers to 
take leave

1970 2010



How do we approach a ”new” situation 
with ”old” policy set-up?

Do we attempt to adapt to 
economic and technological 
developments, or 

…should we attempt to shape 
the future to meet ideas of a 
better life for all? 

Assumption: Parental Leave 
policy builds on relationship to 
the labour market, but

… low wages, precarious work, 
low quality work, tension work 
and care and unsustainable 
ways to deal with it for 
environment



Thank you very much for listening!


