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Abstract

The aim of this article is to give an overview of gender equality policy in Sweden from the 1970s
until today. A number of political measures and whether these measures individually, as well as
combined, have promoted gender equality and the dual-earner/dual-carer model are described
and analyzed. The conclusion is that the right to part-time work, publicly financed child care,
parental leave, and tax deductions for domestic services make it easier for mothers to reconcile
work and family, but do not challenge the distribution of family responsibilities between women
and men. However, the individual right for fathers to 2 months of parental leave does challenge
the gender order, to a certain extent, and fathers today participate more in care and domestic
work than earlier. The dual-earner/dual-carer family is closer at hand when women have a higher
education and earnings and thereby greater bargaining power. Employed work is more conditional
among women with a lower education level, i.e., they may be employed but under the constraint
that they are still responsible for care and domestic work in the family. Another constraint in this
group where many work part-time is the lack of available full-time positions in the labor market.
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Introduction

T

he main goals of gender equality policy since the 1970s in Sweden have been to
increase women’s employment and men’s participation in unpaid care and domestic
work and at the same time to introduce the dual-earner/dual-carer family model.1
The aim of this article is to give an overview of the gender equality policy in Sweden
from the 1970s until today. This is first done by studying the introduction, development,
and outcome of a number of political measures and analyzing whether the effects of
these measures individually as well as combined have promoted gender equality and the
dual-earner/dual-carer model or only women’s conditional employment. The measures
studied are the right to shorter working hours for parents, publicly financed child care,
parental leave, and tax deductions for domestic services. The article is mainly based
on official documents, and data are collected from official sources. The next part of
the article discusses the dual-earner/dual-carer model and conditional employment for
women, after which one chapter of each of the different policy measures and a presentation of the development of the employment rate of women, men, mothers, and fathers
from 1960 until today and comparison of mothers’ and fathers’ use of time for employment and domestic, care, and repair work between 1990/91 and 2010/11 follows. The
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article ends with a conclusion concerning the combined effects of the measures taken to
promote gender equality.

A dual-earner/dual-carer model or conditional employment
for women
In the beginning of the 1970s, the dual-earner/dual-carer family as a model for policy
was introduced in Sweden (Abukhanfusa 1987; Bergqvist & Nyberg 2002; Hinnfors
1992; Klinth 2002; Lundqvist 2007). This alternative did concern not only women but
also men, and represented new thinking. The government should support not only mothers’ employment but also fathers’ care responsibilities. For this to come true, publicly
financed child care was needed, but additionally maternity leave should be transformed
into parental leave. Choice and equality were important arguments. Publicly financed
child care and parental leave would strengthen gender equality as far as employment
and care work were concerned, and they would increase parents’ choices since both
the father and the mother could be on leave when a child was born and both could be
employed. Gender equality was conceptualized as based on sameness, with new norms
for both women and men, which meant not only a stronger position for women in the
labor market but also that men should take greater responsibility for domestic work and
child care, i.e., not only a dual-earner but also a dual-carer model.
Choice and gender equality are often used as arguments when promoting policies
aimed at providing parents with conditions to reconcile work and family. However,
considering the strength and resistance of structural gender orders, these policies might
not—at least not in the short run—change the gender division of labor in the labor market and in the family. Women might only be able to choose under constraints and the
measures might only lead to “women’s conditional liberation.” This was the title of an
article written by Eva Moberg, a Swedish journalist and feminist, in 1961. She argued
that we should stop hammering in the concept of “women’s two roles.” Both women and
men only have one role, the role as human being. If this is not accepted, then women’s
liberation is only conditional. The new line of thought in the article was that women’s
biological function to give birth and breast-feed children should not be confused with
the “function of washing their clothes, cook their food and try to raise the child to a
good and harmonious person. Not to speak about the function of scrubbing floors, wash
windows, sew clothes, buy milk and polish furniture” (Moberg 1961, p. 70, my translation). The last mentioned tasks should be shared between the parents, only then can
women and men become equal in reality, and not only formally, and gender equality in
the labor market and in the family can be achieved.
If the policies do not specifically induce men to share care and domestic work, there
is a risk that the result of gender equality policies will be conditional employment for
women and not a dual-earner/dual-carer model. Women may be able to enter the labor
market, but only if they at the same time take responsibility for child care and domestic work, while no or very limited demands are made on men and fathers concerning
these tasks.
Current studies of the effects of gender equality policies usually find the Nordic
countries to be the most gender egalitarian, and far-reaching supply of high-quality
public day care, flexible terms of employment, and parental leave have all been found to
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increase women’s—especially mothers’—labor force activity and work continuity (Daly
2000; Gornick & Meyers 2003; Korpi 2000; Misra et al. 2007; Orloff 2002). However,
other researchers point out that “mother-friendly” policies facilitate women’s employment, but that these policies at the same time might contribute to the reproduction of
gender inequality since they do not seriously challenge the unequal distribution of family
responsibilities between men and women (Mandel & Semyonov 2006; Stier & Mandel
2003). Gender-neutral reconciliation policies in reality mean adjusting the demands of
employment to women’s responsibility for domestic and care work.

The right to part-time work for parents
As married women’s and mothers’ employment increased in the 1960s and 1970s, the
long working hours emerged as a problem. In 1975, a commission report showed that
parents did not have enough energy and time to care for their children to the extent
wished for, and the children were in child care for too long. More than 50% of the children were in child care for at least nine hours a day (SOU 1975:62, p. 99ff). A part-time
parental allowance was proposed. Each parent with a child less than three years should
be given the right to a six-hour working day for ten months. It was thought that this
division of part-time parental leave would lead to a leveling out of care and household
work between parents. However, no proposals were made by the government as a result
of the report.
In 1978, the government introduced a right to a special parental allowance for
90 days (SOU 2005:73, p. 109ff).2 This special parental allowance could be used as full,
half, and a fourth of a day of parental allowance. Also this time an obligatory division
of time between the parents was discussed. But many objections were made and it was
argued that there were many situations when exceptions were motivated. A combination
of a rule of obligatory division and possibilities of exceptions was considered leading
to too much administrative trouble. The allowance was divided equally between the
parents, but one parent (usually the father) could transfer the time to the other parent
(usually the mother). Since then additional rights for parents to shorter working time
have been introduced. Today parents can take one-eight, a fourth, a half, three-fourth,
and full day of parental allowance and be on leave correspondingly. Additionally, a parent has a right to leave for a fourth of a normal working day without compensation.
The introduction of the new laws in the 1970s increased the share of women who
changed from full-time to part-time employment, but at the same time the share changing from full-time to not employed decreased and a large share of the women who
entered the labor market did this on a part-time basis (Pettersson 1981, chapter 3.4). As
seen in Figure 1, the share of part-time employed women and mothers increased between
mid-1960s and mid-1980s, and at the same time their employment grew dramatically.
Since then the share of women and mothers employed part-time has decreased, while
the share of part-time employed men and fathers has increased continuously but very
slowly. In 2011, over 40% of mothers, one-third of the employed women, around onetenth of the men, and 8% of the fathers were part-time employed. It should be pointed
out that the data in Figure 1 underestimate the share of working part-time. The reason
for this is that in addition to those employed part-time, some of the full-time employed
only work part-time (Nyberg 2003).
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Figure 1: Share of part-time employ of the employed, mothers, and fathers with children 0–6 years,
women and men, 16–64 years, %, 1965–2011*

*1965–1975, 16–74 years. Observe that there are breaks in the series. Statistics Sweden (SCB) cannot explain the big difference in the share of part-time working mothers between 2002 and 2005. There is no change in the definition (Daniel
Samuelsson).
Source: SCB, AKU (Arbetskraftsundersökningarna), 1965–2011.

Part-time work is also a question of class among women, but not among men. Half of
the women belonging to a union of blue-collar workers, one-third of the white-collar
workers, and one-fourth of professional women are employed part-time (Larsson 2010).
Among men, it is 7–9% in all three categories.
Today, the Social Democrats and The Left Party see part-time work as a problem
for gender equality and have proposed a right to full-time employment, while the right
wing and center-right parties see part-time employment as a manifestation of choice
(Tollin 2011, p. 106). Part-time unemployment, i.e., part-time employed who want to
work more hours, but are unable to find such work, is seen as a problem by all parties.
It is notable that the number of part-time unemployed women in 2011 was almost as
high as the number of (full-time) unemployed (SCB 2012a; http://www.scb.se/Pages/The
maticAreaTableAndChart____334806.aspx).3 The problem of part-time unemployment
is much bigger among women than among men (Nyberg 2003).
To sum up, we can establish that the attempt to individualize parents’ right to shorter working time has failed. Instead a gender-blind right for parents was introduced.
Part-time work increased at the same time as mothers’ employment grew in the 1960s–
1980s when there was not enough publicly financed child care and, in the beginning
of the period, maternity/parental leave was short. The right to shorter working hours
for parents resulted in a big share of mothers using this right, which made it easier for
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mothers to reconcile work and family, but it did not impact on fathers’ part-time work
and participation in household and care work, i.e., it has not contributed to a gender
equal distribution of household and care work. On the contrary, it served to perpetuate
women’s responsibility for this work and supported women’s conditional employment,
especially among women with a low level of education in the working class. Since the
middle of the 1980s up until today, the share of part-time employed mothers/women has
decreased. One problem today is women’s part-time unemployment.

Publicly financed child care
In 1963, the central state allocated grants to the municipalities in order to expand child
care. This was done again in 1966 (Antman 1996, p. 126f). However, the resources were
mainly used to increase the number of chilren in part-time playschools (Nyberg 1995,
table 1). In 1968 the government appointed a special commission, the National Commission of Child Care (Barnstugeutredningen), which laid the foundation for today’s Swedish
preschool model—day care centers and playschools were to be combined in a preschool
system that would service the interests of children as well as allowing parents to work or
study. Care and education were to be merged in a new way. The old-fashioned view that
full-time day care was something for the poor, or at least less well-off, while educational
activities in part-time playschools were for the stimulation of better-off children was to
be wiped out (SOU 1972:26; 1972:27).
In the middle of the 1970s, the central government decided on an extensive publicly financed child care program. However, the municipalities were responsible for the
supply of child care and the expansion was slow. Since many mothers with preschool
children were already in the labor market, demand for child care far exceeded the supply. In 1970, about half of the mothers with preschool children (0–6 years) were employed, while only around 10% of the children were enrolled in public child care centers
(Nyberg 1995). Many employed mothers engaged private family day care in the informal market. The lack of publicly financed child care was one of the reasons why “child
care for all children” was a main demand by the radical feminist organization Group 8,
other women’s organizations, and working mothers in general.
The gap between supply and demand for child care was one important reason why
in 1985 the parliament decided that all children 1.5–7 years with working or studying
parents and children, who for different reasons need special support for their development, were to be entitled to a place in public child care by 1991 (Nyberg 2007). Yet, the
expansion of child care places was still too slow, and far from all parents who needed
a place were able to get one. Legislation was therefore tightened in 1995, when local
authorities became duty bound to provide child care without undue delay (3–4 months)
to all children aged 1–12 years with working or studying parents and children in need
of special support.
In the 1970s and 1980s, publicly financed child care expanded, but as already mentioned, all children were not granted a place. Those who were granted were mainly
professional and white-collar families. The proportion of working class children, who
went to publicly financed preschool, increased from 13% to 25%, while the proportion
of upper class white-collar children increased from 16% to 54% in the cohorts born
between 1966 and 1981 (Jonsson 2004, p. 105ff). One important exception to this
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was single mothers, whose children were given priority to publicly financed child care
over children of married/cohabiting parents. The biggest difference is seen in the cohort
born in 1966–1969, where almost 40% of the children born to single mothers were in
publicly financed child care, but less than 10% of the children born to married/cohabiting parents. These differences between children from different categories have now
almost disappeared since almost all children are in preschool. But some differences still
exist. For example, children of parents with a university education spend about three
hours more per week in child care than children whose parents only have a nine-year
compulsory school education and they are also more often in child care run by parental
cooperatives (Skolverket 2000).
Not only is the supply of publicly financed childcare important for mothers’
employment, but so are the quality and the parental fees. During the economic crisis
in the beginning of the 1990s, the municipalities tried to reduce the costs per child,
something which could entail lower quality child care. Measuring the quality of child
care is no easy task and there is no general agreement as to how this should be done.
Still, if quality is to be measured in terms of the child/staff ratio, it has been found to be
deteriorating over time. In 1990, there were 4.4 children per full-time worker in publicly
financed preschools and 5.3 in 2010. Group size is another indicator of resources and
quality. The average number of children per group also increased: from on average of
less than 14 children in 1990 to 16.8 in 2010 (Skolverket 2006; 2010). This means that
both in terms of number of children per staff and number of children per group, quality
has deteriorated.
In addition to increasing the number of children per staff member and group, in
order to handle the financial situation in the 1990s, the municipalities increased revenues
by raising child care fees and some also made the fee conditional on parental income. In
1990, parents paid 10% of the total gross costs of child care. By 2000, this proportion
had increased to 19%. The constantly rising rates, the large differences in rates between
municipalities, and elimination of the marginal effects of fees on parents’ (mothers’)
income, i.e., if the cost of child care increases, it may affect women’s employment and
working time, were reasons why the central government introduced a maximum fee in
2002 (Nyberg 2007). For the municipalities, the introduction of the maximum fee was
voluntary; however, today all municipalities apply maximum fee.
In the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, women’s right to employment was a strong argument for the expansion of publicly financed child care. However, child care has also been
motivated by concerns about equality among children from different social backgrounds
and a good social and pedagogical upbringing for all children (Bergqvist et al. 1999;
SOU 1972:26; 1972:27). As an increasing number of children have been included in
public child care, the focus on support for children’s development and life-long learning
has increased. The terminology has changed from day care centers to preschool, and in
1996, the responsibility for publicly financed child care was transferred from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Science and a special
curriculum was developed for children 1–5 years of age (Bergqvist & Nyberg 2002).
Since the beginning of the 2000s, not only children with working or studying parents but also children with parents on parental leave and unemployed parents have a
right to a place in publicly financed child care. At the same time, all 4- and 5-year-olds
became entitled, free of charge, to 525 hours of preschool yearly. This is also the case
with all 3-year-olds since 2010. The proportion of 2-, 3-, 4-, and 5-year-olds enrolled
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in publicly financed child care increased from 55–65% in 1990 to 91–97% in 2011
(Nyberg 2012 forthcoming). Virtually all (95%) six-year-olds since 1998 have been
found in so-called preschool classes (Skolverket 2010, p. 2). Together this means that
publicly financed child care has become more or less universal in Sweden. At the same
time, hardly any children below the age of 1 are in publicly financed child care since
they are at home with a parent on parental leave. This is also true for a large proportion
of the 1-year-olds since parental leave is longer than one year, and can be spread over a
longer period of time.
To sum up, early investments in publicly financed child care took place mainly in
part-time playschools and not in full-time child care centers. Up until the middle of
the 1970s, there were many more places in playschools than in child care centers. Playschools suited at-home mothers better than employed mothers. It took until the 1990s
for demand and supply for full-time child care to be more or less in balance. The use of
publicly financed child care is more general among professional and white-collar families
than working class families. Today neither the lack of places nor the fees pose a problem,
since there is a maximum fee. The problem is rather that quality has deteriorated. Publicly
financed, affordable child care of good quality furthers women’s employment but does
not increase fathers’/men’s contribution to this work. Therefore, publicly financed child
care facilitates women’s conditional employment rather than the dual-earner/dual-carer
model. Women are dependent on other women for child care and publicly financed child
care creates employment for women. The share of men in publicly financed child care is
very low.

Parental leave
Publicly financed child care was, from the beginning, an important foundation of the
dual-earner part of the family model, while the transformation of maternity leave into
parental leave was an important part of the dual-carer part of the same model. This
change took place in 1974 and meant that the leave following the birth of a child was no
longer reserved for the mother, but could also be used by the father. However, the father
could transfer his right to the mother. In 1974, parental leave was 6 months, but already
in 1975 it was lengthened to 7 months and by 1990 parental leave reached 15 months
and today parental leave is 16 months (Nyberg 2007).
When parental leave was introduced in 1974, parental allowance was 90% of
earnings. At the same time, the benefit became taxable and was considered when pension rights were calculated. In the wake of the economic crisis in Sweden in the 1990s,
parental allowance was lowered and has since then been 80% and there is a ceiling.
Non-employed parents receive a guaranteed amount.
Even though fathers were entitled to parental leave in 1974, hardly any father
used the opportunity. This led to new mobilization around the question (Klinth &
Johansson 2010, p. 59ff). Some argued that there should be an obligatory division of
time between the parents. The debate was heated. What should happen with the sailor
on his way to Japan? Did he have to return home to be on parental leave? In August
1975, a new governmental investigation proposed one “father’s month” of the parental
leave. Among social democrats, there were those who questioned “parents’ (fathers’)
freedom to choose” and the Liberal Party’s youth league and other liberal politicians
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pushed for a mandatory division of the parental leave. However, the political decision
makers decided to continue as earlier and the problem with the unequal gender division
of child care was defined as a problem of attitudes, rather than as a structural order in
society. Since then there have been numerous campaigns to encourage fathers to use
parental leave by ministries, governmental authorities, trade unions, etc.
Over time, the share of fathers taking parental leave grew, albeit very slowly.
In 1991, Sweden elected a right/center/liberal/Christian democrat government and a
“father’s month” was promoted by the Liberal Party as a means of encouraging
fathers to take parental leave and stimulate gender equality. A father’s month (and corresponding mother’s month) was introduced in 1995. At the same time, cash-for-care was
launched as a result of a compromise within the government and primarily as a concession to the Christian Democratic Party. One month of parental leave could no longer be
transferred to the other parent, which in reality meant that the father could not transfer
that month to the mother. In 2002, parental allowance leave was increased with an
additional non-transferable month by a Social Democratic government.4 This meant
that if the parents wanted to use all 16 months of parental leave, each parent must take
at least two months. However, the use of this right was not mandatory.
Of the total claimants to parental leave in 2010, the ratio of fathers was 44% and
mothers 56% (Försäkringskassan 2011a). While this seems to be a rather gender-equal
division of the parental leave, the proportion of all parental allowance days used by
fathers is not equally impressive. Fathers’ share of parental leave days has increased
from 0% in 1974 to 24% in 2011. However, it might be more interesting to investigate
this from the perspective of the child and especially to investigate if the introduction
of the father’s month in 1995 and the second one in 2002 made a difference. Information is available about how many days of parental allowance fathers used for children
born between 1993 and 2003 and up until the child was eight years old (Försäkringskassan 2012), which is the age limit for using parental allowance days.
Figure 2 shows that 44–46% of the fathers of children born during 1993 and 1994,
which is before the introduction of the father’s months, did not use one single day with
parental allowance. This proportion declined to 10–11% for children born in 1995 and
afterward, i.e., after the father’s month was introduced. The proportion of fathers who
took 1–29 days was around 20% the two first years and then decreased to 17–18% and to
around 5% in 2002 and 2003.5 The share of fathers who took 30–59 days increased from
around 10% in 1993 and 1994 to more than 40%, of which many probably used 30 days.
When the second “father’s month” was introduced in 2002, the share of fathers who used
60–89 days increased from 12% in 2001 to around 32% in 2002 and 2003. The share of
fathers who use 90 days or more has grown from 17% in 1993 to around 38% in 2003.
These data show that the introduction of an individual right for the father had
a rather strong effect on the share of fathers using parental allowance days and the
number of days. It can be pointed out that the first father’s month reduced the number
of days the mothers used. This was not the case when the second father’s month was
introduced since the parental leave then was prolonged, and both mothers’ and fathers’
parental allowance days increased (Duvander 2012, p. 30f).
Parental leave furthers women’s employment. Women can be absent from employment to take care of the child and after the parental leave have a right to return
to work. However, long parental leave, which is mainly used by mothers, does not
contribute to an equal sharing of unpaid household and care work, on the contrary.

Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 2

❚

Number 4

❚

November 2012

Figure 2: Percentage of fathers who use parental allowance days for children born from 1993 to
2003 based on days used until the child was 8 years old.

Source: Försäkringskassan (2012).

Research shows that the gender division of labor in the household becomes less gender
equal when children are born. This unequal division of labor remains also when the
children have grown up and moved out (Ahrne & Roman 1997). Women with little
education take parental leave for a longer period of time than women with a high educational level; among fathers the situation is the reverse (Försäkringskassan 2011b).
Up until 1995 no demands were made on fathers in this respect. They could use the
parental allowance days if they wanted to or they could transfer them to the mother.
In 1995 and again in 2002, limited demands were made on fathers when the so-called
father’s month was introduced. Individual rights for fathers to parental allowance days
did influence both the share of fathers who used parental allowance and the number of
parental allowance days used by fathers. However, they still use less than one-fourth
of the total parental allowance days. Today parental allowance is mainly furthering
women’s conditional employment but the introduction of father’s months has furthered fathers’ care work, more so in high-education families than in families with a
lower educational level.

Tax deduction for domestic services
When researchers investigate political measures in order to further women’s employment, child care is in focus. Household work receives much less attention, while at the
same it is pointed out that women’s responsibility for unpaid household work is the
main factor behind women’s and men’s different positions in the labor market. Women
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spend more time doing unpaid work and less time doing paid work than men. Thereby,
women receive wages for fewer hours than men, their wage is lower for the hours paid,
they have less possibility to have a career, and they receive lower sickness, unemployment, parental benefits, and pensions than men. One way for women to increase the
number of paid hours in the labor market and thereby increase their wage and other
incomes is to spend less time doing unpaid domestic work by buying such services in the
market. In Sweden, gender equality has been one argument for the introduction of tax
deductions for domestic services, together with expanding employment opportunities
and turning informal (“black”) work into formal (“white”) work.
A heated debate about tax deductions for household services started in the beginning of the 1990s (Bowman & Cole 2009; Öberg 1999; Platzer 2004). It was early on
named “the maid debate” (“pigdebatten”), which, of course, referred to the class society
of the early twentieth century when a big proportion of young women were live-in
maids. Women working in other persons’ homes more or less disappeared in Sweden
around the 1960s. The politically correct norm was that one should not employ people
for household chores, and very few people did (Nyberg 1999). However, in the 1980s,
an informal market for household services started to grow. Reasons for this might be
that income differences increased, both in general and also between women. Women’s
employment rate was almost the same as men’s, and women’s working time became longer (Nyberg 2005). Professional women who worked full-time had a relatively good and
increasing salary, and in addition they were (perhaps) married to men who also worked
at least full-time and had a good and rising salary. The problem here was not money, but
the lack of time. Cuts in the public sector, especially in care for the elderly, placed new
demands mainly on daughters and daughters-in-law. At the same time, unemployment
increased, and young people, people with less education, and immigrants had a hard
time finding their way into the labor market.6
Toward the end of the 1990s, the parties in the Alliance government (the Moderate, the Center, the Liberal, and Christian Democratic Parties) agreed on tax deductions
for household services. The aim was to increase employment, to turn informal work in
the market into formal work, and to further gender equality. The Red-Green Coalition
(the Social Democratic, the Green, and the Leftist Parties) were against. They argued
that there was a risk that the costs would be high and the employment gain limited.
High-income earners would benefit, but not gender equality since it would preserve the
pattern where men do not need to take responsibility for children and household work.
A tax deduction for household services was thus against both class equality and gender
equality.
After the Alliance won the election in 2006, a tax deduction for household services (RUT-services) was introduced in 2007. The tax deduction is 50% of the costs
for cleaning, babysitting, cutting of grass, snow shoveling, etc. However, household
services consist of almost 90% of cleaning. The number of households that used the
tax credit doubled between 2008 and 2009 and increased also in 2010. In 2009, 3.5%
of households in Sweden made a tax deduction (SCB 2011a). Evidently, one has to pay
taxes in order to be able to make a deduction. Not very surprisingly, households with
high incomes use the deduction more often than households with low incomes. But this
is not the whole story. Women use the deduction more often than men. This might be
not only because of the gender division of labor in families, which means that women
report such tax deductions, but also because more single women than single men use
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it, which is related to the fact that a big group of buyers is found among the retired,
of which most are women. Another big group is married/cohabiting people working
full-time. Almost half of them state that they work more than normal time and half of
them state that their spouse works more than full-time (Skatteverket 2011, p. 8 and
44). Judging from the two most prominent groups using the tax deduction, furthering
gender equality in the labor market seems unlikely. Retired people have left the labor
market and the second biggest group already works long hours. According to a study
from Denmark, the extra time gained when buying domestic services was used for
leisure activities with family and friends, and a very small share for more paid work
(Pedersen 1999).
RUT-services have possibly increased economic gender equality marginally, but not
because women who buy RUT-services have increased their employment, but because
the number of employed in the formal domestic services sector has increased some. A
number of these employees were unemployed earlier, or worked in the informal sector.
Now they work in the formal economy, which means better salary and they are part of
the social security system (Gavanas & Darin Matsson 2011). According to the Swedish
Tax Agency (Skatteverket), the tax deduction for RUT-services corresponded to 5,000
full-time annual workers in 2010. Almost two-thirds of those who bought RUT-services
did the job themselves earlier, one-fourth bought services in the formal market, while
only a very small share (6%) had changed from informal to formal help in the household (Skatteverket 2011, p. 8). The tax agency’s assessment is that the main part of the
informal market is still in place.
RUT-services have not contributed to a more gender-equal distribution of household and care work in the sense that they further men’s efforts in this area. On the
contrary, in families where RUT-services are used, the demand on men’s participation in
household work most likely diminishes. It is often claimed that one reason for buying
domestic services is to limit the arguing about who should do what in the household.
This measure fits very well into a model of conditional employment for women. That
a limited number of women with relatively high incomes but limited time are able to
buy domestic services has nothing to do with a weakening of the gender order, but with
increased income and class differences between women and in general.

Employment
One important reason for gender equality becoming a topic on the political agenda
in the 1960s in Sweden was that women’s labor was perceived as needed in the labor
market (Fürst 1999; Hirdman 1994). One prognosis after another showed that Swedish
economy would be held back if the problem of labor shortage was not solved. To keep
up production, married women were needed in the labor market. The scarcity of labor
was aggravated by the shortening of working hours from 47 hours per week in 1958 to
45 hours in 1960 and 40 hours in 1973; additionally, a four-week vacation was introduced in 1963 (Nyberg 1996, table 1). A strong belief in the future, the need for married
women’s labor, and the fact that married women and mothers were already entering
the labor market meant that the change in women’s position involved an inner circle of
powerful actors in the labor market: trade unions, employers’ organizations, and public
authorities (Florin & Nilsson 2000).
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Swedish economy developed very satisfactorily during the 1960s. However, in the
beginning of the 1970s, there was a recession and industry and private employers were
not as encouraging any more. But there was no backlash in the discourse of gender equality and the share of employed women did not decrease. On the contrary it increased,
and married women and mothers continued to enter the labor market. This was a result
of the demand for women’s labor created by politicians and policy. The public sector
expanded in order to shorten the queues and satisfy the growing demand for welfare services.7 Additionally, women’s employment was boosted by the introduction of individual
taxation in 1971 and increased wages for women. Women’s situation in the labor market thereby changed dramatically (see Figure 3). The share of employed women (16–64
years) increased from around 50% in 1960 to 81% in 1990. The increase in the share of
employed women with children aged 0–6 was even bigger: from 37% in 1963 to 85%
in 1990. In 1990, the share of employed mothers with small children was higher than
among women in general aged 16–64 years and was as high as men’s.8 This was also a
consequence of the fact that men’s employment rate decreased somewhat between 1960
and 1990, while fathers’ employment rate was about 95–97%.
This trend of increasing employment for women and mothers stopped in connection
with an economic crisis in the beginning of the 1990s (see Figure 3). From 1990, women’s
and men’s employment has a similar development, as has mothers’ and fathers’. Fathers’
employment rate is higher than the other three categories and mothers’ is about the same
as men’s and somewhat higher than women’s. During the second half of the 1990s, there

Figure 3: Share of employed women and men, 16–64 years, mothers and fathers with children
aged 0–6 years, %, 1960/63–2011.*

*1960–1962, 18–64 years. There are breaks in the time series.
Source: SCB, AKU, 1960–2011.
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was a recovery, but the situation today is far from the situation in 1990. The decrease
is partly a result of young people studying longer—particularly young women—but
unemployment is also higher. Especially problematic is the situation for foreign-born and
particularly for foreign-born women.
The gender employment gap is much smaller today than in the beginning of the
period studied. The demand for women’s labor in the 1960s up to the 1980s came
mainly from the public sector, in occupations seen as suitable for women and as parttime work. Therefore, there was little competition between women and men for the new
openings. It should, however, be pointed out that since the beginning of 2000s, there is
an employment gap of 12–15 percentage points between mothers and fathers, and a gap
of 3–5 percentage points between women and men. These gaps do not seem to close.

Domestic, care, and maintenance work
There are much less data on domestic, care, and maintenance work than on employment.
However, there are time use studies collected by Statistics Sweden (SCB). In Figure 4, the
time spent on different activities by parents with children aged 0–6 is shown. Mothers
have increased the time they on average spend on employment, while fathers spend a
little less time. On the other hand, the time mothers spend on domestic work and on

Figure 4: Time spent on different work tasks, minutes per day, mothers and fathers with children
aged 0–6, 1990/91and 2010/11.*

*Employment = employment and travels to and from work. Domestic work = domestic work, shopping, other domestic
work, travels in connection with domestic work. Care = care of own children and care of others.
Source: SCB (2012b, table B:17a).
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care work has decreased and the time fathers spend has increased. It can be noted that
mothers spend 20 minutes less time to care for children, while fathers spend 20 minutes
more. Time used for maintenance is limited and has not changed much.
Since the 1990s, there has been a movement toward a more gender-equal sharing
of the time used for employment, domestic, care, and maintenance work. Mothers
spend less time cooking, doing the dishes, cleaning and doing laundry, while men
spend a little more time doing these tasks. Dribe and Stanfors (2007) found that while
parenthood in 1990 clearly strengthened the traditional gender division of labor in the
household, this was much less the case in 2000, when parenthood affected men and
women in a rather similar way. This tendency seems to have continued until 2010/11.
Some steps toward the dual-carer part of the dual-earner/dual-carer model appear to
have been taken.

Conclusion
Gender equality policies have been characterized by caution. The attempts in the 1970s
to introduce a mandatory division between mothers and fathers of the right to shorter
working time and parental allowance failed. Up until the middle of the 1970s, places in
part-time playschools expanded much faster than places in full-time child care centers.
The first mentioned expansion was adapted to at-home mothers and the last mentioned
to employed mothers. Additionally, the central state several times changed legislation
in order to persuade the municipalities to expand child care. Compromise was needed
in order to launch a first “father’s month” in the middle of the 1990s, and therefore
cash-for-care was introduced simultaneously. When a second “father’s month” was introduced in 2002, the parental insurance was prolonged.
Part-time work, publicly financed child care, tax deductions for household services,
and parental leave all make it easier for mothers and women to reconcile work and
family but do not—at least not in the short run—seriously challenge the distribution
of family responsibilities between women and men. Parental leave not only strengthens women’s attachment to the labor market but a long parental leave mainly used by
women also tends to perpetuate traditional gender division of labor. Women’s employment can be adjusted to their responsibilities for care and domestic work. However, the
individual right for fathers to two months of parental leave to a certain extent challenges
the gender order and fathers participate more in care and domestic work today than earlier. But there are differences between women depending on educational level. Women
with higher education are more likely to be professionals and have a higher position and
earnings and thereby also greater bargaining power within the family.
A dual-earner/dual-carer model seems to be closer at hand in families where the
women have a higher education than in families where this is not the case. Mothers with
a high education more seldom work part-time and they used publicly financed child care
early and extensively. Moreover, their parental leave is comparatively shorter, and the
fathers in these families use more of the parental leave and these families buy domestic
services. Women with lower education often work part-time, enter publicly financed
childcare later and use it to a lesser extent, take longer parental leave, while the fathers
take correspondingly shorter leave and do not buy domestic services. The reason for
this is not only constraints in terms of the gender order but also constraints in the labor
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market. Many women with low education work part-time not because they have chosen
to, but because they are unable to find more working hours.
In order to further economic gender equality and a gender-equal division of household and care work, political measures have to include both women and men, mothers
and fathers, employment and unpaid household, and care work. If they fail to do so, the
measures will only serve to perpetuate the existing gender division of labor and gender
inequality and will not seriously challenge the unequal distribution of paid and unpaid
work between women and men. Consequently, measures that neglect the inclusion of
these aspects will not contribute to the transformation of the current gender order, and
to a more gender equal society. The aim should be to transform the structural gender
order, and to open up for participation of both women and men in the household sphere,
as well as in the labor market.

References
Abukhanfusa, K. (1987). Piskan och moroten: om könens tilldelning av skyldigheter och rättigheter i det svenska socialförsäkringssystemet 1913-1980 (The stick and the carrot: about
the distribution of responsibilities and rights among the sexes). Stockholm: Carlsson.
Ahrne, G. & Roman, C. (1997). Hemmet, barnen och makten (The home, children and power).
SOU 1997:139. Stockholm: Fritze. Available:http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/108/a/2502.
Antman, P. (1996). Barn-och äldreomsorg i Tyskland och Sverige. Sverigedelen (Child and
elderly care in Germany and Sweden). Stockholm: Norstedts Tryckeri AB.
Bergqvist, C., Borchorst, A., Christensen, A.-D., Ramstedt-Sile, V., Raum, N. & Styrkarsdottir, A. (eds.) (1999). Equal democracies: gender and politics in the Nordic countries. Oslo:
Oslo University Press.
Bergqvist, C. & Nyberg, A. (2002). Welfare state restructuring and child care in Sweden. In
Michel, S. & Mahon, R. (eds.) Child care policy at the crossroads. Gender and welfare
state restructuring. New York: Routledge.
Bowman, J. R. & Cole, A. M. (2009). Do Working Mothers Oppress Other Women? The
Swedish “Maid Debate” and the Welfare State Politics of Gender Equality. Signs, vol. 35,
pp. 157–184.
Daly, M. (2000). A fine balance: women’s labor market participation in international comparison. In Sharpf, F. W. & Schmidt, V. A. (eds) Welfare and work in the open economy.
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.
Dribe, M. & Stanfors, M. (2007). Fatherhood and Men’s Everyday Time Use in Sweden,
1990/91-2000/01. Paper for session 48 “Work and Family: A Father’s Perspective” at
the annual meeting of the Population Association of America, New York, 29–31 March.
Available: http://paa2007.princeton.edu/papers/70354
Duvander, A.-Z. (2012). Ett jämställt uttag? Reformer inom föräldraförsäkringen (A gender
equal use? Reforms in the parental leave). Stockholm: Inspektionen för socialförsäkringen. Available:http://www.inspsf.se/publicerat/Publikation+detaljvy//ett_jamstallt_uttag__
reformer_inom_foraldraforsakringen.cid3177
Florin, C. & Nilsson, B. (2000). ‘Något som liknar en oblodig revolution’: Jämställdhetens
politisering under 1960- och 70-talen (Something of a bloodless revolution: the policy of gender equality in the 1960s and 1970s). Umeå: Jämställdhetskommittén, Umeå
Universitet.
Försäkringskassan (2011a). Antal mottagare som uppburit ersättning och antal dagar
(The number of recipients who have received allowance and number of days). Available:
http://statistik.forsakringskassan.se/portal/page/portal/intstat/bof/fp/fp_offstat1

81

82

Gender equality policy in Sweden Anita Nyberg
Försäkringskassan (2011b). Föräldrapenning. Båda föräldrarnas försäkring (Parental allowance. Both parents insurance). Stockholm: Försäkringskassan (Socialförsäkringsrapport
2011:13). Available: http://www.forsakringskassan.se/wps/wcm/connect/8f5eb10d-1fcd423b-bd55-65dc501b29d4/socialforsakringsrapport_2011_13.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
Försäkringskassan (2012). Analys och uppföljning av utvecklingen av föräldrapenninguttaget –
Återrapportering enligt regleringsbrevsuppdrag för 2012, (Analysis and follow-up of the
development of the use of parental allowance—report according to the assignment of
the regulation of the agency). Stockholm: Försäkringskassan. Available: http://www.forsakringskassan.se/wps/wcm/connect/ec12aa8b-d5f3-4742-aac1-1a65156ddb48/svar_pa_
regeringsuppdrag_foraldrapenning.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
Fürst, G. (1999). Jämställda på svenska (Gender equality in Swedish). Stockholm: Svenska
Institutet.
Gavanas, A. & Darin Matsson, A. (2011). Bland Rolexklockor och smutsiga trosor (Among
Rolex watches and dirty underpants). Stockholm: Institutet för framtidsstudier. Available: http://www.iffs.se/publikation/bland-rolexklockor-och-smutsiga-trosor/
Gornick, J. C. & Meyers, M. K. (2003). Families that work: policies for reconciling parenthood and employment. New York, NY: Russel Sage Foundation.
Hinnfors, J. (1992). Familjepolitik. Samhällsförändringar och partistrategier 1960–1990
(Family policy. Societal changes and party strategies 1960–1990). Dissertation. Göteborg
University Studies in Politics. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International.
Hirdman, Y. (1994). Women—from possibility to problem? Gender conflicts in the welfare
state—the Swedish model. Stockholm: Arbetslivscentrum.
Jonsson, J. O. (2004). Förskola för förfördelad? In Bygren, M., Gähler, M. & Nermo, M.
(eds.) Familj och arbete—vardagsliv i förändring. Stockholm: SNS förlag.
Klinth, R. (2002). Göra pappa med barn: den svenska pappapolitiken 1960-95 (Make fathers
with children: the Swedish daddy policy 1960–95). Umeå: Boréa.
Klinth, R. & Johansson, T. (2010). Nya svenska fäder (New Swedish fathers). Umeå: Boréa.
Korpi, W. (2000). Faces of Inequality: Gender, Class and Patterns of Inequalities in Different
Types of Welfare States. Social Politics, vol. 7, pp. 127–191.
Larsson, M. (2010). Arbetstider år 2009: heltids- och deltidsarbete, vanligen arbetad tid och
arbetstidens förläggning efter klass och kön år 1990–2009 (Working time in year 2000:
full-time and part-time work, ordinary working time and location according to class and
gender 1990-2009). Stockholm: LO. Available: http://www.lo.se/home/lo/home.nsf/unidview/FEB0FF2529E787E4C12576BC0072B4E0/$file/Arbetstider_2009.pdf
Lundqvist, Å. (2007). Familjen i den svenska modellen (The family in the Swedish model).
Umeå: Boréa.
Mandel, H. & Semyonov, M. (2006). A Welfare State Paradox: State Interventions and
Women’s employment Opportunities in 22 countries. American Journal of Sociology,
vol. 111, pp. 1910–1949.
Misra, J., Budig, J. M. & Moller, S. (2007). Reconciliation policies and the effects of motherhood on employment, earnings and poverty, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis:
Research and Practice, vol. 9, pp. 135–155.
Moberg, E. (1961). Kvinnans villkorliga frigivning (Woman’s conditional liberation). In
Hederberg, H. (ed.) Unga liberaler. Nio inlägg i idédebatten (Young liberals. Nine contributions in the debate of ideas). Stockholm: Bonniers.
Nyberg, A. (1995). Barnomsorgen. Ett kvinnligt nollsummespel eller? (Child care. A female
zero-sum game or?). In Amnå, E. (ed.), Medmänsklighet att hyra? Åtta forskare om ideell
verksamhet (Humanity to hire? Eight researhers about non-profit work). Örebro: Libris.
Nyberg, A. (1996). Arbetstider ur jämställdhets- och familjesynpunkt (Working time from a
gender equality and family point of view), bilaga till SOU 1996:145 Arbetstid längd, förläggning och inflytande (Working time, length, location and influence). Stockholm: Fritze.

Nordic journal of working life studies Volume 2

❚

Number 4

❚

November 2012

Nyberg, A. (1999). Hemnära tjänster—kvinnornas befriare? (Domestic services—women’s
liberator?). Kvinnovetenskaplig tidskrift, nr. 3, pp. 31–48.
Nyberg, A. (2003). Deltidsarbete och deltidsarbetslöshet—en uppföljning av DELTAutredningen (Part-time employment and part-time unemployment—a follow-up of the
DELTA-investigation), SOU 1999:27. Stockholm: Arbetslivsinstitutet.
Nyberg, A. (2005). Har den ekonomiska jämställdheten ökat från början av 1990-talet? (Has
economic gender equality increased since the beginning of the 1990s?). Forskarrapporter
till Jämställdhets-politiska utredningen, Makt att forma samhället och sitt eget liv - jämställdhetspolitiken mot nya mål (Research reports to the Gender equality investigation.
Power to form society and one’s own life—gender equality policy towards new goals).
SOU 2005:66. Stockholm: Fritze.
Nyberg, A. (2007). Lessons from the Swedish experience. In Hill, E., Pocock, B. & Elliott, A.
(eds.) Kids count. Better early childhood education and care in Australia. Sydney: Sydney
University Press, pp. 38–56.
Nyberg, A. (2012 forthcoming). Hur gick det sen? Femtio år av offentligt finansierad barnomsorg (What happened then? Fifty years of publicly financed child care). In Blomberg,
E. & Niskanen, K. (eds.) Arbete och jämställdhet—förändringar under femtio år (Work
and gender equality—changes during fifty years). Stockholm: SNS.
Öberg, L. (1999) Ett socialdemokratiskt dilemma: från hembiträdesfråga till pigdebatt (Asocial
democratic dilemma. From the question of domestic servants to the maid debate). In Florin,
C., Sommestad, L. & Wikander, U. (eds.) Kvinnor mot kvinnor: Om systerskapets svårigheter.
(Women against women. About the problems of sisterhood). Stockholm: Norstedt.
Orloff, A. S. (2002). Women’s Employment and Welfare Regimes Globalization, Export Orientation and Social Policy in Europe and North America. Social Policy and Development.
Program Paper Number 12, United Nation Research Institute for Social Development,
pp. 1–49. Available: http://digitalcommons.ilr.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=14
40&context=globaldocs
Pedersen, L. (1999). Forbruget og forbrugerne af HjemmeService (The use of and the users of
domestic services). Köpenhamn: Erhvervsfremmestyrelsen.
Pettersson, M. (1981). Deltidsarbetet i Sverige. Deltidsökningens orsaker, deltidsanställdas levnadsförhållanden (Part-time work in Sweden. The reasons for the increase in part-time
work and the living conditions of the part-time employed). Stockholm: Arbetslivscentrum.
Platzer, E. (2004). En icke-lag i sökljuset: exemplet hushållstjänster i Sverige (A non-law in
the search light: the example of domestic services in Sweden). Dissertation. Sociological
institution, Lund University. Lund: Lund University.
Prop. 2007/08:149 Ledighet med vårdnadsbidrag. (Government Bill 2007/08:149 Time off
with cash-for-care). Stockholm: Arbetsmarknadsdepartementet. Available: http://www.
regeringen.se/sb/d/108.
SCB (Statistics Sweden) (1960–2012). AKU Arbetskraftsundersökningarna (Labour Force
Surveys). Stockholm: SCB.
SCB (Statistics Sweden) (2011a). RUT vanligast efter 85 (RUT most common after 85).
Välfärd nr. 1, pp. 3–5. Available: http://www.scb.se/Pages/PressRelease____309707.aspx
SCB (Statistics Sweden) (2012a). Nu för tiden. En undersökning om svenska folkets tidsanvändning år 2010/11 (Nowadays. An investigation about the time use of the Swedish
people in 2010/11). Stockholm: SCB. Available: http://www.scb.se/Pages/PublishingCale
ndarViewInfo____259923.aspx?PublObjId=18561
SCB (Statistics Sweden) (2011b). Statistisk årsbok för Sverige 1994–1999 and 2012 (Statistical Yearbook for Sweden 1994–1999 and 2012). Stockholm: SCB.
SCB (Statistics Sweden) (14 November 2012b) Undersysselsatta deltidsanställda 20–64 år
efter ålder 2011 (Underemployed part-time employed 20-64 years). Available: http://
www.scb.se/Pages/ThematicAreaTableAndChart____334806.aspx

83

84

Gender equality policy in Sweden Anita Nyberg
Skatteverket (Swedish Tax Agency) (2011). Om RUT och ROT och VITT och SVART (About
RUT and ROT and white and black). Stockholm: Skatteverket. Available: http://www.
skatteverket.se/download/18.71004e4c133e23bf6db8000109148/rapport201101.pdf
Skolverket (National Agency for Education) (2000) Tillgång och efterfrågan på barnomsorg.
Enkät till föräldrar med barn i åldern 1–12 år (Supply and demand of childcare. Enquete
to parents with children aged 1-12 years). Stockholm
Skolverket (National Agency for Education) (2006). Barn, elever och personal—Riksnivå
(Children, pupils and staff—national level). Del 2. 2006. Stockholm: Skolverket.
Skolverket (National Agency for Education) (2010). Skolverkets lägesbedömning. Del 1.—
Beskrivande data (An estimation of the situation by the National Agency for Education).
Stockholm: Skolverket (Report 349).
SOU 1972:26, SOU 1972:27 Förskolan, del I och del II (Preschool, part I and part II). Stockholm: Fritze.
SOU 1975:62 Förkortad arbetstid för småbarnsföräldrar (Shorter working time for parents
with preschool children). Stockholm: Fritze.
SOU 2005:73 Reformerad föräldraförsäkring: kärlek, omvårdnad, trygghet (Reformed parental insurance: love, care, security). Stockholm: Fritze. Available: http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/108/a/49766
Stier, H. & Mandel, H. (2003) Inequality in the Family: Institutional Aspects of Wives’ Earning Dependency, Luxembourg Income Study Working Paper Series, Working Paper No.
359. Available: http://www.lisproject.org/publications/liswps/359.pdf
Tollin, K. (2011). Sida vid sida: en studie av jämställdhetspolitikens genealogi 1971–2006
(Side by side: a study of genealogy of gender equality policy 1971–2006). Dissertation.
Stockholm University. Stockholm: Atlas Akademi.

End notes
	This is often referred to as the dual-earner model. This, however, makes unpaid household and care
work invisible. Additionally, the new trend in the 1960s and 1970s was that men should participate
in this work. For clarity’s sake, I therefore use the concept dual-earner/dual-carer model even if it is a
somewhat awkward term.
2
From January 1, 1980, 180 days (Pettersson 1981, p. 53).
3
	In 2011, 138,300 women were part-time unemployed and 144,100 (full-time) unemployed. The
corresponding numbers among men were 57,300 and 166,500, respectively.
4
All the right-wing and center-right parties voted against a second father’s month.
5
Unfortunately, the data do not include 30 days in this category.
6
	The discussion and the introduction of tax relief in different forms were taking place in many
countries in Europe: Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Denmark, Norway, and Finland
(Nyberg 1999).
7
	Production of public services contributed with 10% to GDP in 1960, which in a growing economy
more than doubled to 22% in 1980. During the 1990s, expansion ceased and reached 23% in 2000
(SCB 2011b, p. 303).
8
	Mothers (and fathers) on parental leave are included in the group “employed.” Had it only included
those “at work,” the share would obviously be lower, especially among mothers.
1

