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Abstract 

In recent decades, Sweden has seen a rapid increase in the share of health care, education and 

social care that is delivered by privately-owned companies. Such privatisation of welfare state 

services has by some of its advocators been viewed as a means to enhance gender equality in 

labour market outcomes; one of them being access to managerial positions. This thesis uses 

Swedish registry data to examine how the underrepresentation of female managers differs 

between public sector and private sector providers of welfare state services. Moreover, the 

analysis pays close attention to how employees’ family statuses – partnership and parenthood 

– influence careers in each of the sectors. The result shows that the gender gap in managerial 

authority is narrower in the public sector than in the private sector. However, family 

responsibilities are shown to have a smaller and more gender-equal influence on managerial 

authority among employees in the private sector. The thesis’ conclusion is, thus, that even 

though career opportunities might be more gender-equal in the public sector than in the private 

sector, the theoretical assumption that women’s careers are better off in the public sector 

because it is more “family-friendly” does not receive support.  
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Introduction 
Even though Sweden is considered one of the world’s most gender-egalitarian countries 

(Human Development Report, 2016), there are still some substantial inequalities in labour 

market outcomes – one being the considerable gender gap in workplace authority and access to 

leadership roles in organizations (Baxter and Wright, 2000; Bygren and Gähler, 2012; 

Keloharju et al., 2018). The findings of several empirical studies suggest that this gap cannot 

be explained by differences in human capital between men and women, since a woman tend to 

be less likely than a man to have a managerial position regardless of qualifications (see e.g. 

Baxter and Wright, 2000; Hultin, 1998). This situation might both be viewed as a consequence 

and a manifestation of gender inequality, but also as a cause for such since it also influences 

other factors such as wage. The underrepresentation of women in managerial roles contributes 

to the uneven distribution of power and recourses in the labour market and in society at large, 

which makes it a key issue in the study of gender and careers.  

 

A distinguishing feature of the Swedish labour market is its high rate of female participation. 

This situation might partly be explained by the social democratic welfare regime, in which the 

state influences the labour market in two important ways: as a legislator and as an employer. 

This has, in turn, resulted in generous family policies and a large public sector that employs a 

great share of the female workforce. Although these two factors may affect women’s labour 

market participation positively, several scholars in cross-country comparative research have 

suggested that they have an opposite effect on female employees’ probabilities to be employed 

in managerial positions (Mandel and Semyonov, 2006; Rosenberg et al., 1993; Yaish and Stier, 

2009). The purpose of this thesis is to provide a closer within-country analysis of whether public 

sector employment constitutes an obstacle to women’s careers or not, and to examine which 

factors that might contribute to such a potential relationship.  

 

In Sweden, the occupations with the highest presence of female employees are those within the 

fields of education, health care and social care (henceforth referred to as “welfare state 

services”). They do also make up the industries with the highest female representation among 

managers today – about 75 per cent in health and social care and 65 per cent in education. This 

is, however, still considered an underrepresentation since the total proportions of female 

employees in these industries are even higher, more than 80 per cent in health and social care 
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and about 75 per cent in education (Statistics Sweden, 2017). This means that the probability 

to be a manager for a woman who works in any of these industries still is lower than that of a 

man in the same industry. In the previous decades, privatisations of welfare state services have 

been a topic for much political debate in Sweden, and a number of pro-competitive reforms 

have resulted in a considerably higher share of privately owned employers in these industries 

than was the case two or three decades ago (Svallfors and Tyllström, 2017). This development 

has been highlighted by its advocators as potentially equality-enhancing; creating more 

competitive, meritocratic organizations with better opportunities for women’s career progress 

(Henrekson, 2004). Such ideas go well in line with the comparative findings referred to above. 

Moreover, this view sheds light on the assumption that the public sector might not only hinder 

gender equality because it channels women to certain types of jobs, as is stated by Mandel and 

Semyonov (2006) – the organizational form in itself and its independence from market forces 

may be another cause of gender inequality. If this is true, the same occupational choice should 

give a better payoff in terms of career prospects in the private than in the public sector. At the 

same time, the public sector has been suggested to be more “family-friendly” than the private 

sector and thus imply smaller career setbacks related to having children, which mainly pertains 

to female employees (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Henrekson, 2004).  

 

In this thesis, I seek to find out whether the underrepresentation of female managers differs 

between public sector and private sector providers of education, health care and social care. I 

further examine whether there are any between-sector differences in parenthood effects on 

managerial authority. The answers to these questions are of scholarly relevance and constitute 

a contribution to the research field of gender and careers, mainly because the results generated 

by cross-country studies are generally not able to give any detailed information on how the 

public sector impair women’s occupational attainment. It is clear that factors such as between-

sector differences in horizontal labour market segregation (Hansen, 1997; Hultin, 1998) and 

industrial/occupational structure (Bihagen and Ohls, 2007) might be part of the explanation, 

but how much that can really be attributed organizational differences remains unclear. To 

compare the situation between two subsets of the labour market which are similar in all aspects 

but sector allows for a methodologically stringent understanding of the question at hand. The 

result might also provide information on whether greater private finance of welfare state 

services is a step towards gender equality in workplace authority or not; knowledge that adds 

to the political discussion. On the individual level, the topic is relevant for employees working 
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within any of these industries who, as a consequence of welfare state service privatisations, has 

the possibility to choose between public and private sector workplaces. 

 

The thesis is organized as follows: In the next section, a brief background on privatizations of 

Swedish welfare state services is given. The background is followed by a review of relevant 

theory and previous research which ends up in empirical expectations for my own analysis. 

Thereafter; data, research methods and limitations of the study are accounted for. In the final 

sections, results are presented and discussed.  

 

Background: Privatisations of Welfare State 
Services in Sweden 
 

In Sweden, the public sector is divided into three parts: a state level, a regional county level and 

a municipal level. The provision of welfare state services is organised locally; county councils 

administer all types of health care, whilst municipalities are accountable for education, 

childcare and elderly care (Svallfors and Tyllström, 2017). Between the end of World War II 

and the 1980s, the Swedish public sector expanded as a result of the country’s transformation 

into a social-democratic welfare state. This development entailed a substantial increase in 

female labour market participation. When responsibilities that were previously concentrated to 

the family, such as caring for the sick and the elderly, were moved to public institutions, it 

enabled more women to enter the workforce. At the same time, many of these women were 

employed in the emerging welfare service occupations and thus continued to perform 

caregiving duties although in the form of salaried work (Sköld, 2013).  

 

Until the early 1980s, almost all health care, education and social care were carried out by the 

public sector (Svallfors and Tyllström, 2017). The starting point for the development towards 

welfare state retrenchment and privately owned providers of welfare state services was the 

emergence of  “New Public Management”; neo-liberal ideas on how to make the public sector 

more effective and user-centred through competition (Ahl and Tillmar, 2015; Sköld, 2013). 

One of the first political decisions based on these thoughts was the establishment of a chain of 

preschools run by the for-profit organization Pysslingen. This was followed by the 

implementation of a school voucher system in 1992 and similar reforms within health care (e.g. 

the Family Doctor Reform, 1993) and municipal care services (The Act on System of Choice 

in the Public Sector, 2008) (Ahl and Tillmar, 2015; Svallfors and Tyllström, 2017). All these 
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changes have resulted in an increasing number of private providers of welfare state services. In 

2015,, more than 20 per cent of all  employees in the welfare state services worked for privately-

owned companies (Svallfors and Tyllström, 2017).  

 

Theory and Previous Research 
In the following section, I will summarise previous theoretical and empirical work being of 

relevance for the present study. Initially, managership in female-dominated industries – a 

context which is common to all individuals in my analysis – is presented. This is followed by 

theory and previous research on between-sector differences and family-related variables that 

might contribute to gender gaps in managerial authority, as well as for research on the effects 

of welfare state service privatisations. Lastly, I discuss potential differences in private sector 

employees’ and public sector employees’ individual preferences. It should be noted that 

throughout the present thesis, my understanding of gender gaps in managerial authority is based 

on the notion of relative inequality. In other words, the distribution of men and women in 

managerial positions is not considered gender-equal when representatives of both genders 

occupy 50 per cent of these positions each. Instead, we define the gender gap in authority in a 

sector, industry, organization or workplace as abolished when a male employee and a female 

employee have the same statistical probability to be a manager. This means that the total 

proportion of female employees constitutes a baseline to which the proportion of female 

managers is compared. If women make up, for example, 80 per cent of the employees in an 

organization, they also make up 80 per cent of the pool of potential managers. In the “ideal” 

case, this should be reflected by the actual share of recruited managers who are women1. 

 

Female Managers in Female-dominated Industries 
 

Previous scholarly work has highlighted that careers in female-dominated industries might be 

different from those in other parts of the labour market. First of all, it may be comparably 

difficult to obtain a managerial position in these industries since they have been shown to imply 

worse career opportunities and more “dead-end jobs” than male-dominated industries typically 

do (Bihagen and Ohls, 2007; Reskin, 1993). When focusing more closely on the leadership 

 
1 See Bygren and Kumlin (2005) for a discussion on “baseline” vertical sex segregation in the labour market as 
related to recruitments. 
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itself, it seems like the working conditions met by managers in the welfare state service 

industries are more unfavourable than those in many other organisations. For example, Swedish 

studies have indicated that managers in these areas have a high workload, tend to be responsible 

for a comparatively large group of subordinates, and often need to adapt to sparse economic 

resources (Björk et al., 2011; Forsberg Kankkunen, 2009; Regnö, 2013). Moreover, the 

occupations in question, especially in the case of health and social care, are to some extent 

genderised because the tasks related to such work are traditionally regarded as “feminine” 

(Forsberg Kankkunen, 2009; Regnö, 2013; Wahl et al., 2018). It has been argued that this 

results in a situation where the skills of employees and managers in care occupations are being 

overlooked because their competencies are seen as innate and intuitive rather than acquired 

(Regnö, 2013). Thus, it is clear that the preconditions of employees and managers included in 

the present study are different from those in the overall labour market.  

 

Further, another line of research concerns between-gender differences in managerial authority 

in female-dominated industries. A large share of the literature on female leadership in 

organizations does, the other way round, focus on women in industries where male leadership 

is the norm. According to seminal work in this field, the minority position of women in 

managerial roles results in a number of negative consequences for this group. Kanter (1977) 

refers to employees who belong to the minority gender in their workplace as “tokens”. She 

states that token women experience difficulties such as stereotyping and isolation in their 

workplace which is, in turn, related to career disadvantage. In the welfare state service 

industries, where women constitute a vast majority of both employees and managers, this would 

translate into such disadvantage affecting men.  

 

Some scholars focusing on female-dominated industries and occupations have however 

highlighted that men in token positions do not experience the same negative consequences as 

do women. Rather, belonging to a male minority is related to receiving preferential treatment 

from co-workers, supervisors and clients. This status implies positive effects on men’s 

managerial responsibilities and has been referred to as a “glass escalator” to the top in female-

dominated subsets of the labour market (Hultin, 2003; Maume, 1999; Williams, 1992). 

According to so-called devaluation theory (see England, 1992) women’s labour is culturally 

devalued which results in lower overall status and pay in female-dominated than male-

dominated occupations. Hultin (2003, p. 36) suggests that the advantageous position of token 

men might be partly due to them being coveted as potential “prestige-and-pay-raisers” for the 



 
 

 
 

6 

industries in question. This conclusion is supported by Regnö (2013), who studies health and 

social care workplaces. She finds that male employees are highly valued by their colleagues 

and that the presence of a misogyny discourse contributes to a devaluation of women’s work 

even when female leadership is the norm. The fact that men are more likely than women to 

obtain managerial positions might as well be influenced by dominating perceptions about 

authority as linked to traits that are viewed as intrinsically “male” (ibid.). 

 

However, the glass escalator theory has also received some criticism. Some scholars argue that 

this seemingly token-related male advantage does not, in fact, differ from what might be called 

“male advantage as usual” (Budig, 2002; Nielsen and Madsen, 2018). These authors question 

the methodological foundations of studies finding evidence for a glass escalator and suggest 

that male tokens might be disproportionally rewarded for their qualifications in terms of career 

prospects simply because they are men – not because of their minority position. The discussion 

relates to a broader discourse on gendered career trajectories, which largely focuses on 

women’s and men’s different premises in the labour market. According to Nilsen and Madsen 

(2018), women’s careers are in most cases adjusted to fit with family and household 

responsibilities. Men’s work-life patterns, on the other hand, are generally more career-centred. 

The difference can be traced to notions of work and the family as two separate spheres, and 

ideas about certain “female” characteristics that make women more well-suited than men to 

care for children and the household. This relates to feminist theory in which traditional family 

norms are viewed as a major cause for inequality (Wahl et al., 2018). A number of studies have 

confirmed that there is indeed a relationship between family-related factors and gender-gaps in 

labour market outcomes in Sweden. Some examples of such outcomes are wages (Angelov et 

al., 2013; Kennerberg, 2007), promotions (Keloharju et al., 2018), and distribution of workplace 

authority (Bygren and Gähler, 2007, 2012; Hultin, 1998).   

 

Competition and Labour Market Equality 
 

Several scholars have discussed the fact that the public and the private sector might differ when 

it comes to conditions for gender equality. Becker (2010 [1957]) argues that equality in 

organizations is more effectively enabled by competitive markets than by non-competitive 

markets. If an employer would prefer to hire men although women are equally qualified, it 

would put downward pressure on women’s wages. This would, in turn, result in a situation 

where it is more expensive to hire men than women even though the average man is not more 
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productive than the average woman. Employers who base their hiring decisions on such a 

preference would, hence, make lower profits than those who do not discriminate by gender and 

eventually be driven out from the market. In a non-competitive market, on the other hand, the 

negative consequences of preference-based discrimination are not as strong, and discrimination 

should thus survive. It can be argued that the Swedish privatisations in welfare state services 

increased the overall level of competition in health care, education and social care by the 

introduction of new “customer choice” models (Ahl and Tillmar, 2015; Svallfors and Tyllström, 

2017). Even so, there are still reasons to believe that the new, private sector workplaces in these 

industries are different from those in the public sector because they are driven by profit and 

hence more dependent on comparing favourably in competition with other organizations 

(Henrekson, 2004).  

 

Becker’s theory has received support from American studies indicating that competition is 

related to a positive effect on women’s managerial attainment in privately owned organizations 

(Black and Brainerd, 2004; Hopcroft, 1996). However, Heyman et al. (2013) use Swedish data 

on the entire private sector from the year 1990 until 2002 and reach the opposite conclusion 

regarding workplace authority. The authors find that even though competition decreases the 

gender wage gap in an organisation, the effect on the share of female managers and CEOs is 

close to zero. This result does, thus, partly support the theory. Another Swedish study examines 

how recent pro-competitive reforms in seven industries (pharmacy, pre-school, primary school, 

secondary school, primary care, physician and social work) influenced women’s representation 

in top executive positions, and suggest that the development towards a greater share of private-

sector employers in these industries might even have increased the gender gap on high 

managerial levels (Lundvall and Stefansdotter, 2014). Further, it has been highlighted that 

discrimination is not only caused by employer’s preferences, but also by their lack of 

information about specific job candidates. When this is the case, hiring decisions might be 

influenced by perceptions about the group an individual belongs to – for example, a woman 

may not be hired because the employer is aware that she has a statistically higher probability 

than a man to take out a long parental leave in the future. Whether competition reduces this 

kind of discrimination or not remains unclear (Heyman et al., 2013).  

 

According to other scholars, the public sector is more “female-friendly” than the private sector 

and thus entail more gender-equal career opportunities (Blau et al., 1992; Esping-Andersen, 

1990; Hansen, 1997). One reason why this might be the case is that public sector organizations 
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are characterized by a more bureaucratic regulation system, which may prevent gender-based 

discrimination (see Bihagen and Ohls, 2006). It is also more directly influenced by 

governmental equality policies, and does to some extent work as a role model for other sectors 

in implementing such directives (Berggren, 2011). The assumption that bureaucracy diminishes 

discrimination has received some support from authors whose results oppose Becker’s theory. 

Studies using U.S. data have suggested that employees in public-sector workplaces experience 

less on-the-job discrimination and sexist behaviour than private-sector employees do 

(Rosenberg et al., 1993), and that the formalized procedures which tend to characterize the 

public sector reduce discrimination in hiring decisions (Crewson, 1995; Dobbin et al., 1993; 

Reskin and McBrier, 2000). Other scholars do, however, find little between-sector difference 

in this regard (Byron, 2010). It has also been highlighted by a recent experimental study that 

gender discrimination might have a limited influence on hiring decisions in the Swedish labour 

market overall (Bygren et al., 2017).   

 

Another well-discussed structural difference between public and private sector organizations is 

the culture and practises linked to employees with children. The potential “female friendliness” 

of the public sector as an employer is often described in terms of the possibility to reconcile 

work and family life, and it is argued that the lack of market forces in the public sector could 

diminish the penalties on careers that follow on being absent from work due to parental leave 

or part-time working arrangements (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Blau et al. (1992) suggest that 

this is particularly evident for high-educated employees; a category which is likely to overlap 

with the group who become managers. Since women tend to take on more family 

responsibilities than men do, and in turn have a higher workplace absence, this benefit affects 

women more than men. This relates to a more recent theory on workplaces’ female friendliness 

presented by Goldin (2014). According to the theory, workplace flexibility (i.e. flexibility in 

regard of number of hours worked and one’s allocation of time) is crucial for women’s 

possibility to participate in the labour market on the same terms as men.  

 

Previous studies have found positive correlations between public sector employment and 

workplace flexibility in on the national level in Europe (Anghel et al., 2011) as well as between 

public sector employment and lower work-family conflict in Belgium (Buelens and Van den 

Broeck, 2007) and in the U.S. (Ingram and Simons, 1995). Ingram and Simons state that this 

might not only be a result of the non-profit organizational form but also of the public sector’s 

institutional norms and aims for social welfare. Their conclusion is however challenged by a 
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study that uses a similar dataset and method as Ingram and Simons2 but obtain the opposite 

result; indicating that the private sector is more responsive than the private sector to work-

family issues (Goodstein, 1994). Goodstein suggests that workplace flexibility might be more 

common in the private than the public sector because market forces produce incentives for 

private employers to offer work-family benefits in order to attract the most productive 

employees.  

 

The Gender Gap in Managerial Authority   
 

Sectoral Differences 

There is a limited number of studies on gender differences in managerial authority in the 

Swedish public and private sectors, and they have generated somewhat mixed results. In one 

early study on the topic, Hultin (1998) finds that the gender gap in workplace authority 

(operationalised as the individual’s number of subordinates in the workplace) in Sweden is 

considerably narrower in the public than in the private sector. Her results further indicate that 

this is partly the case because men and women are more similarly rewarded for their human 

capital in the public sector. On the other hand, it is also shown that women’s workplace 

authority is negatively correlated with having children in the public, but not in the private, 

sector. Hultin interprets this result as indicative of a self-selection effect, rather than evidence 

for public sector workplaces being discriminative against women with children. Hansen’s 

(1997) study using Norwegian data likewise suggest that women’s careers benefit from work 

in the public sector. Hansen uses wage as the dependent variable in her analysis – which is 

related to workplace authority, although they are certainly not perfectly correlated. The study 

does, however, provide interesting results on the relationship between wage and “caring 

responsibilities”: when a woman’s number of children is equal to or above the sample average, 

she always benefits from working in the public sector. For women who work in female-

dominated occupations (>85 per cent female employees), wages are higher in the public sector 

also when the number of children is below average. Taken together, the results of these two 

studies indicate that public sector employments might influence women’s (and especially 

mothers’) career outcomes positively, even though they may also attract women who are 

family-oriented rather than career-oriented. Like Hansen, Hultin control for the proportion of 

 
2 Both studies are based on nationally representative firm-level data from the U.S. collected in 1989/1991 and 
conduct their analyses using ordered probit models. 
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women in the occupation in her analysis. This means that none of the between-sector 

differences in gender gaps presented in these studies are explained by the public sector’s over-

representation of female employees. 

 

More recent Swedish research has, on the other hand, found that the public sector offers lower 

upward career mobility than the private sector does for both genders but especially for women 

(Berggren, 2011; Bihagen and Ohls, 2007). Using longitudinal data, Bygren and Gähler (2007) 

show that women had greater chances to attain workplace authority in the public sector in the 

time period between 1968 and 1991. In the year 2000, i.e. the last point of time covered in their 

analysis, the private sector was instead more favourable for women in this sense. For men, there 

were generally small or no between-sector differences in the probability to have workplace 

authority. This points to a shift over time in which sector that is the most advantageous for 

women, although the result merely shows how public/private sector employments contribute to 

the total gap. It should however be noted that none of these authors includes the proportion of 

women working in an occupation/workplace in their analysis. Thus, it is unclear to what extent 

sectoral differences in gender gaps are actually due to occupational segregation.  

 

In both Hultin’s and Hansen’s studies reviewed above, female dominance in an occupation is 

shown to have a substantially negative effect on women’s careers relative to those of men, 

although there is also an effect of the sector itself. In a Swedish study examining the gender 

wage gap in the labour market, it is suggested that this gap is larger in the public than in the 

private sector at higher levels of the wage distribution (i.e., where most managers should be 

found) but also that this is entirely caused by gender segregation (Özcan, 2010). It cannot be 

eliminated that the same explanation goes for the relationship between work in the public sector 

and gender gaps in workplace authority. It might also explain the mixed empirical results 

generated by comparative studies on the topic: Using data from 26 industrialised countries, 

Yaish and Stier (2009) find that the gender gap in authority increases with the per cent of the 

female workforce that is employed in the public sector. Dämmrich and Blossfeld (2017) use a 

similar sample of countries (26 European nations, whereof a majority is also represented in 

Yaish and Stiers’s study) but find no such effect. They instead show that women in Sweden, as 

well as in most other European countries, has a smaller probability relative to men to hold 

managerial positions when they work in female-dominated compared to in mixed and male-

dominated occupations.  
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Family Effects  

As we know, part of the theory on why the gender gap in managerial authority might differ 

between the public and the private sector centres on the fact that the two sectors may provide 

different opportunities to combine career progression with parenthood. Nevertheless, the 

number of studies that explicitly address this question is surprisingly low. In most of the studies 

referred to in the previous sub-section (Hansen’s and Hultin’s studies being the exception), 

parenthood and sector of employment are simply treated as two separate covariates with 

separate effects on men’s and women’s labour market success. This limited amount of 

information motivates a presentation of previous research on the broader relationship between 

parenthood and gender gaps in the Swedish labour market.  

 

A majority of studies on the topic agree on the fact that following parenthood, women’s average 

career progress is impeded in relation to that of men (Bihagen and Ohls, 2006; Bygren and 

Gähler, 2012; Hultin, 1998; Keloharju et al., 2018). Before reaching the early 30’s; i.e. the 

period of time in which most individuals become parents, career developments tend to follow 

a more or less gender-equal pattern  (Bygren and Gähler, 2007; Keloharju et al., 2018).  As 

mentioned above, Hultin (1998) finds that the number of children is negatively correlated with 

supervisory authority for women. The result of Bihagen and Ohls’ (2006) study indicates that 

the gender penalty on career opportunities is greatest for women with children below the age 

of 7. None of these studies finds any effect of parenthood on men’s careers. Bygren and Gähler 

(2012) control for selection effects using a fixed effects approach, and in contrast find that the 

full gender gap in workplace authority among parents with children aged both 0-6 and 7-20 is 

explained by a “fatherhood premium” on careers; a positive effect of having children on 

managerial authority for men but not for women. Härkönen et al. (2016) show that a 

motherhood penalty on careers was experienced by Swedish women born in the 1920s to the 

1950s. In the youngest cohort examined, those born between 1964 and 1971, the motherhood 

penalty had shifted into a fatherhood premium. A similar pattern has been observed in the 

Norwegian context, although using wage as the outcome variable (Petersen et al., 2014). 

 

Several potential mechanisms have been suggested to contribute to these kinds of penalties 

and/or premiums. One of them is that managerial work and other highly prestigious jobs might 

be particularly hard to combine with the great family responsibilities typically held by women, 

since these occupations often include overtime work, business travels etc. (Magnusson and 

Nermo, 2017). Another explanation points to the fact that mothers are absent from the labour 
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market to a considerably larger extent than fathers even in a country as gender-equal as Sweden. 

Both parental leave and part-time work have been shown to contribute to a situation where the 

career progression of mothers is held back (Aisenbrey et al., 2009; Keloharju et al., 2018). It 

has however also been indicated that the Swedish public sector is more gender-equal than the 

private sector in terms of parental leave outtake (Bygren and Duvander, 2006), which means 

that the potential gender gap in managerial authority related to absence from work should be 

smaller for public sector employees. Further, a third reason for the occurrence of motherhood 

penalties might be employers perceiving mothers as less competent and work-committed 

compared to men and childless women, which in turn influence their hiring- and promotion 

decisions. The existence of such ideas has been confirmed in U.S. research on the topic (Correll 

et al., 2007; Cuddy et al., 2004; Heilman and Okimoto, 2008). On the other hand, the result of 

Bygren et al.’s (2017) experimental study does not provide any support for the assumption that 

this kind of status-based discrimination affects hiring decisions in the Swedish labour market. 

 

Another family-related variable that might influence men’s and women’s probability to be a 

manager differently is being married/cohabiting with a partner. The main rationale behind this 

assumption is that a shared household may, just like in the case of parenthood, reinforce 

traditional gender roles and imply an unequal distribution of domestic responsibilities and 

salaried work. Both Hultin (1998) and Bygren and Gähler (2012) find that there is a male 

marriage premium on managerial authority in Sweden. However, Hultin’s result indicates that 

this premium is restricted to the private sector since neither men in the public sector nor women 

in any of the sectors experience such an effect. Further, Bygren and Gähler suggest that the 

marriage premium experienced by men is generated by self-selection.  

  
Individual Preferences: Self-selection Effects 
 

The discussion on how working conditions in the public sector might be especially favourable 

for women touches on a related subject: public sector employments may attract certain women, 

who differ from those who instead opt for the private sector. In line with standard economic 

theory, an employee can be assumed to rationally choose the sector that gives the greatest 

reward for his or her personal characteristics (Blank, 1985). Thus, it is important to keep in 

mind that the public and private sectors might not only differ in a structural sense, but also with 

regard to their employees. It has been suggested that certain individual preferences, such as 

high concerns for work-life balance (Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2007; Posner and Schmidt, 
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1996) and job security (Bellante and Link, 1981; Blank, 1985) make individuals – and 

especially women, who typically experience the greatest trade-off between careers and family 

life –  more prone to work in the public sector. Private sector employees, on the other hand, 

might tend to value a well-paid job and work-related prestige higher (Buelens and Van den 

Broeck, 2007; Lyons et al., 2006). Given that workplace authority is closely related to prestige 

and high salaries, this may be linked to private sector employees being more inclined towards 

striving for management positions than their public sector counterparts. It should be noted that 

public and private sector workers employed in the welfare state service industries are probably 

more similar to each other than would be the case in a comparison between all employees in 

each sector. However, as long as there is a possibility to choose one sector instead of the other, 

it is likely that different choices will to some extent be influenced by different personal 

characteristics.  

 

Even though the studies referred to above all find any difference between public and private 

sector employees, another of their general findings is that other factors seem to be even more 

important for an individual’s attitudes towards work and careers. When examining determinants 

of work motivation in Belgium, Buelens and Van der Broeck (2007) find that differences in 

hierarchal level are considerably more important than sectoral differences. The vertical within-

sector variance in motivation is thus greater than the horizontal between-sector variance. There 

is also empirical evidence pointing towards the importance of demographic variables for career 

attitudes (see e.g. Lyons et al., 2006; a Canadian study on the topic). One of these variables is 

gender. Some scholars have stated that women are on average less competitive and career-

oriented than men (Hakim, 2006), which translates into a smaller possibility (and lower priority) 

for obtaining a managerial position. Others have, however, found cross-national support for the 

suggestion that gender gaps in authority cannot to any great extent be explained by between-

gender differences in career attitudes (Reskin, 1993; Wright et al., 1995). It has also been 

highlighted that the potential existence of such differences may itself be a result of oppressive 

gender practices in society, rather than connected to the biological sex. This proposition is 

supported by empirical results indicating that women’s career aspirations, as well as their actual 

prospects for advancement, are dependent on their position in the opportunity structure both in 

the American and the Nordic labour market (Cassirer and Reskin, 2000; Kanter, 1977; Nielsen 

and Madsen, 2018). 
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Several studies have confirmed that self-selection effects might influence the relationship 

between gender and careers. Yaish and Stier (2009) find support for the hypothesis that women 

who are less career-oriented are overrepresented in the public sector, i.e. the same kind of self-

selection that is examined in the present study. Two other examples of similar cases is the 

“husband premia” on workplace authority, which might be explained by authority-prone men 

selecting into marriage (Bygren and Gähler, 2012), and the positive relationship between work 

in female-dominated occupations and sickness absence, which can be explained by absence-

prone individuals selecting into female-dominated occupations (Melsom and Mastekaasa, 

2017). 

 
Empirical Expectations 
 

As we have seen, there are opposing views on whether public sector employment constitutes 

an obstacle to women’s careers or not. Building on theory and previous research, there are 

however reasons to believe that the private sector might offer greater career opportunities 

overall but also entail a larger gender gap in the probability to be a manager. The first set of 

hypotheses is therefore formulated as follows:  

 

1. Career prospects in the public versus the private sector 

 

H1: On average, the probability to be a manager is lower for employees in the public 

sector than for employees in the private sector.  

H2:  Women are underrepresented in managerial positions in both sectors.   

H3: The unadjusted gender gap in managerial authority is narrower in the public sector 

than in the private sector.  

 

In the next step, I aim to examine the role of family status in explaining the gender gap in 

managerial authority. Previous research has indicated that the gap occurs in the period when 

most individuals have children because women generally experience greater career setbacks 

than men when they become parents. It has however been argued that the lack of market forces 

in the public sector might diminish the penalty on careers related to having family 

responsibilities. In studying this kind of between-sector difference, it is important to control for 

self-selection effects since it might be assumed that employees’ stable individual traits such as 
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work orientation differ systematically between sectors. Hence, I will also test the following 

hypothesis:  

 

2. The relationship between family status and the gender gap in managerial authority 

 

H4:  The public sector is more family-friendly3 than the private sector.  

a) Gender-specific “returns” of parenthood and partnership explain a large part of 

the gender gap in authority, in particular in the private sector.  

b) Net of any between-sector differences in stable individual traits, parenthood 

penalties on managerial authority are smaller in the public sector than in the 

private sector.  

 

Data 
The present study utilises registry data provided by Statistics Sweden. It is obtained from the 

LISA database (“Longitudinell Integrationsdatabas för Sjukförsäkrings- och 

arbetsmarknadsstudier”) and has been made available to KTH’s centre CESIS to be used in the 

research project “The career-organization nexus – emergence of gender inequality among 

Swedish managers”. The researchers involved in the project4, have kindly agreed to let me use 

the data for this thesis. In the original dataset, there is data on all registered Swedish inhabitants 

aged 16 or older5 in the years from 1990 until 2013. The longitudinal character of the data 

allows for information on every individual to be connected across years and to connect 

individuals to their family members, employers and workplaces. It is not, however, possible to 

identify individual persons or organizations that are included, and the data has been handled in 

accordance with Statistic Sweden’s requirements on ethics and confidentiality. 

 

The sample used is restricted in several aspects. One of them is the time period examined since 

2002 is the first year in which all individual-level and firm-level measures used in the analysis 

are available in the database. This means that the study primarily builds on data from 11 

 
3 In this study, “family friendliness” refers to favourable conditions for combining family life and managership. It 
should be noted that the concept might be defined differently depending on the context. 
4 The project is headed by associate professor Charlotte Holgersson (KTH). Other participants are Karl Wennberg 
(Linköping University), Anders Broström (KTH) and Ali Mohammadi (KTH). The project is funded by 
Handelsbankens forskningsstiftelse.  
5 From 2010 and onwards, the data also includes 15-year-olds (Statistics Sweden, 2016) 
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consecutive years – 2002 to 2012. Information from the years prior to 2002 has however been 

used in the construction of some variables (e.g. Tenure, see “Independent variables” below). 

Further, the analyses include individuals aged 18-64 who are employed (i.e., can be connected 

to a workplace) as of November for each year, with the exception of those with self-employment 

as their main economic activity. In the welfare state service industries, the self-employed 

category amounts to 1-2 per cent of all employees depending on the year. Also, in line with the 

delimited scope of my study, all analyses are based on person-years in which an individual was 

employed in health care, social care or education. This categorisation is made in accordance 

with the Swedish Standard Industrial Classification 2002 (SNI 2002) (see Statistics Sweden, 

2016). The final sample consists of 10,831,985 observations. There are 1,967,910 unique 

respondents in the data; 1,537,645 women and 430,256 men.   

 

There are several advantages related to the choice of using individual-based registry data, in 

addition to the possibility of following people over time. One benefit is that it allows for 

empirical results based on a larger sample than would be the case if survey data was used. This 

means that any obtained results are efficient and, thus, more likely to precisely reflect actual 

patterns in the population. Also, registry data do not rely on self-reported information from the 

individuals in the sample. This means that the data is not affected by respondents’ ability to 

remember events in the past or any other kind of response bias, which would decrease its 

validity and reliability.  

 

Dependent Variable 
 

The dependent variable in the analysis is managership. The measure is binary and based on the 

individual’s occupational classification according to the Swedish Standard Classification of 

Occupations (SSYK 96, 3-digit level). Individuals whose occupation belongs to any of the 

categories “corporate managers” or “managers of small enterprises” are assigned the value 1 

for this variable6. To be categorized into these groups, an occupation needs to fulfil certain 

criteria such as involving staff management duties or decision-making in the workplace (see 

Statistics Sweden, 1998). All other occupations are coded as 0.  

 
6The individuals in the sample who are categorized as managers belong to four different occupational classes 
according to SSYK96. The vast majority (67.16 per cent) are categorized as production and operations managers 
(“drift- och verksamhetschefer”). The second largest group is managers of small enterprises (“chefer för mindre 
företag och enheter”) (23.15 per cent), followed by specialist managers (“chefer för särskilda funktioner”) (7.10 
per cent) and directors and chief executives (“verkställande direktörer, verkschefer m.fl.”) (2.59 per cent). 
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The conceptualization and measurement of job authority may be divided into four different 

types: 1) sanctioning authority or span of responsibility (influence over factors such as the pay 

of others), 2) span of control (the number of subordinates), 3) decision-making or managerial 

authority (control over policy decisions etc.) and 4) hierarchal authority position (Smith, 2002). 

The operationalisation of the managership variable in this thesis corresponds most closely to 

the fourth definition; managership as equivalent to holding certain positions in the 

organizational hierarchy, but is also likely to capture 1-3. It should, however, be noted that his 

way of measuring managerial authority, i.e. by using individuals’ formal job titles, might entail 

the risk of underestimating authority positions in the labour force. Some employees may have 

leadership roles in their workplace without having a managerial title (Rosenfeld et al., 1998). 

Because of missing information on occupational codes for employees in some workplaces in 

the data, there are 4.4 per cent missing cases in the managership variable. Private-sector 

employees are overrepresented in this group, but this is not expected to influence the final 

empirical result since the missing cases include all employees in these workplaces; a group that 

is likely to consist of both managers and non-managers.  

 

Independent Variables 
 

The study’s main independent variables are Female, Public sector, Child 0-3 years old, Child 

4-17 years old and Partner. Female is coded as 1 for all female individuals in the sample and 

0 for all men. Public sector is assigned the value 1 for individuals who work in the public sector 

and 1 for those who work in the private sector. Child 0-3 years old indicates the presence of at 

least one own child 0-3 years old in the household and Child 4-17 years old indicates the 

presence of at least one own child aged 4-17 but no child below the age of 4. The division of 

this indicator into two separate variables is motivated by the fact that a number of previous 

studies have found stronger negative effects of parenthood on careers in the first years following 

childbirth compared to when children are older (Bihagen and Ohls, 2006; Bygren and Gähler, 

2012; Keloharju et al., 2018). Partner equals the value 1 if the individual is either married with 

or without children or co-residing with a spouse with whom he/she has children. Otherwise, the 

individual is assigned the value 0. Ideally, this variable would also have included unmarried 

individuals who are living together with a partner with whom they do not have mutual children. 

This is not, however, possible because of limitations in the data.  
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Further, a number of control variables are included. The variable Education indicates an 

individual’s highest level of education. It is divided into three base categories: primary school, 

secondary school and post-secondary education. The last of them, post-secondary education, is 

also divided into 18 different subcategories depending on the field of study. The first category, 

primary school, is used as the reference category and includes all individuals whose highest 

obtained level of education is lower than a secondary school degree. I also include two measures 

of seniority. Work experience refers to the number of years in which the individual has been 

observed to be working in Sweden after 1990 and Tenure with current employer shows how 

many years after 1990 an individual has been employed by the organization he/she currently 

works for. Because these variables are left-censored, they are coded as dummies. The 

categorization used; 0-5 years, 6-15 years and 16+ years, was chosen as the most suitable after 

comparisons with alternative specifications. All three indicators of human capital are expected 

to have a positive impact on a person’s chances of attaining managerial authority (see e.g 

Bygren and Gähler, 2012; Hultin, 1998).  

 

Lastly, I include three controls on the firm-level. Number of employees in the organization, a 

continuous measure based on the number of full-time employees as reported by the 

organization’s official annual report, is used as an indicator of the organization’s size. In the 

regression analyses, this variable is log-transformed in order to make its distribution symmetric. 

Proportion female employees in the organization is divided into three categories; 0-50 per cent, 

51-75 per cent and 76-100 per cent female employees. Previous research has suggested that 

large organizations generally offer better chances for upward career mobility (Bihagen and 

Ohls, 2007), whilst a high proportion of female employees might, in accordance with the glass 

escalator theory, imply favourable career opportunities for men at the expense of women 

(Hultin, 2003). The last variable “Industry: Education” is assigned the value 1 for individuals 

who work in education, while employees in health care and social care are coded as 0. This 

control lets us discover any potential differences in the probability to be a manager between the 

two types of welfare service industries which constitute the scope of the present study.  It could 

be argued that health care and social care should be treated as two separate industries, but the 

choice to not do so in this study was taken since the two of them are joined into one category 

according to the “broad” SNI 2002 classification that were available in the data. 

 

In Table 1, descriptive statistics for the independent variables are reported. Most observations 

(about 69 per cent) corresponds to person-years in which a woman is employed in the public 
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sector. The smallest group is person-years in which a man is employed in the private sector; a 

category that constitutes less than 4 per cent of the total sample7. The descriptives are computed 

over observations that enter the regression models in the analysis section, i.e. person-years 

without missing cases on the any of the variables. Since I will conduct separate analyses for 

public sector employees and private sector employees as well as for women and men, 

proportions and mean values are presented for the four subgroups separately. Further, for 

reasons of simplicity, all numbers in the table are derived from data that is pooled over all years. 

There is only one independent variable for which the ratio between subgroup proportions 

changes noteworthily over time: education level. In some of its categories, female employees 

in the public sector are more highly represented than female employees in the private sector, 

whilst the opposite is true for other years. There is thus no clear between-sector difference in 

women’s education level.  

 

From the information given by Table 1, we can see that a higher share of men than women and 

a higher share of private-sector employees than public-sector employees have at least one child 

below the age of 4. For children between 4 and 17, on the other hand, we see the opposite 

relationship. These differences might, however, to some extent reflect between-group 

differences in average age. Moreover, the table shows that men in the sample are generally 

more likely than women to have a post-secondary education. Having completed a long post-

secondary education is considerably more common among men in the public sector than in any 

of the other groups, and both work experience and tenure with current employer is generally 

longer in the public sector. Regarding the organization-level controls, organizations in the 

public sector are on average about 10 times larger than those in the private sector. This is not 

surprising given that the public sector employers are not companies, as in the private sector, but 

regions, counties and municipalities. Further, the private sector is more gender-integrated than 

the public sector, with a lower share of heavily female-dominated organisations. We can also 

see that a majority of the individuals in all subgroups works in health care or social care, 

whereas employees in the education industry make up a smaller share of the sample. 

 

 

 

 
7 Visualisations of the total number of men and women in each sector displayed for every year in the data (Figure 
1) and the annual number of shifts between sectors (Figure 2) are presented in Appendix 1. In these figures, one 
can see an increase over time in the share of individuals who work in private sector workplaces.  
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Table 1. Distribution of independent variables, by sector and gender. Percentages per column. 
Variables Public sector Private sector 
 Men Women Men Women 
Family status     
Child 0-3 years old 13.50 12.08 14.82 14.19 
Child 4-17 years old  25.46 32.67 23.82 31.71 
Partner  
 

60.51 65.28 56.30 57.81 

Education     
Primary School 9.36 14.93 14.13 16.83 
Secondary school  24.62 36.06 32.03 35.84 
Post-secondary education      
Teaching methods and teacher education, 
general/unspecified 

2.64 2.61 2.66 2.60 

Teacher education; pre-school and lower 
compulsory school 

7.57 13.66 2.95 6.78 

Teacher education; specific subject areas 14.00 4.91 9.31 4.76 
Health care and nursing, general/unspecified 0.44 0.41 0.38 0.56 
Medicine 9.86 1.90 5.55 1.68 
Nursing 5.48 11.34 3.92 10.95 
Dentistry 0.95 0.58 1.14 1.49 
Technically oriented health care programme  0.74 1.44 0.51 1.21 
Therapy, rehabilitation and dietary treatment 1.04 2.00 1.14 2.04 
Pharmacy 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.04 
Social work and social care 3.22 3.14 2.95 2.92 
Humanities and art 3.32 1.42 4.68 3.08 
Social sciences, law, commerce, administration 6.13 3.60 7.78 5.67 
Natural sciences, mathematics and computing 3.65 0.78 2.45 0.84 
Engineering and manufacturing 5.07 0.55 5.29 0.80 
Agriculture and forestry, animal health 0.35 0.09 0.63 0.65 
Services 0.80 0.21 1.30 0.46 
Other/unknown 0.71 0.34 1.18 0.81 
     
Work experience     
0-5 years 12.78 10.27 16.52 15.99 
6-15 years 57.20 56.71 55.01 53.51 
16+ years 
 

30.02 33.02 28.47 30.49 

Tenure with current employer     
0-5 years 38.40 32.16 54.97 57.18 
6-15 years 33.88 35.55 27.13 25.68 
16+  years 
 

27.72 32.28 17.90 17.14 

Proportion female employees in organization      
0-50%  5.75 1.00 21.72 4.47 
51-75%  14.80 7.73 45.31 28.90 
76-100%  
 

79.46 91.27 32.97 66.63 

Industry 
Health/social care 
Education 
 

50.28 
49.72 

63.67 
36.33 

58.01 
41.99 

70.64 
29.33 

Number of employees in organization  
(subgroup mean) 
 

11678 11328 796 1227 

Number of observations  1,608,723 7,542,939 401,743 1,278,580 
Number of unique individuals 313,396 1,199,489 116,860 338,156 
% of sample observations 14.85 69.64 3.71 11.80 
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Method 
In the present study, I examine gender gaps in managerial authority in the Swedish welfare state 

service industries using multivariate logistic regression analysis. This is a frequently used 

method in quantitative analyses with a binary outcome of interest; in this case, being a manager 

versus not being a manager. The logistic regression estimates a non-linear probability model 

using an S-shaped function. Results are expressed as odds ratios, which are interpreted as the 

relative change in the odds of being a manager for a one-unit change in the independent variable 

(DeMaris, 1995). In the analysis, I combine cross-sectional regressions using data pooled over 

the observation period with fixed effect regressions that take the panel structure of the data into 

account. Whilst estimates obtained from cross-sectional models are based on variation between 

individuals, the fixed effects specification uses variation within one individual over time. This 

makes it possible to hold omitted time-stable variables such as work orientation and other 

personal traits constant, and thus to obtain estimates that are not influenced by these unobserved 

time-stable factors (Allison, 2009). By performing fixed effects analyses, I will be able to see 

whether selection on stable individual traits influenced the results of my cross-sectional models 

or not (see Bygren and Gähler, 2012).  

 

In testing the hypotheses, I perform separate analyses for public sector employees and private 

sector employees (Tables 2 and 3) and for women and men (Table 4) in order to compare results 

across groups. Although the popularity of logistic regression analysis, the method implies 

methodological problems related to such comparisons of effects across subsamples or models. 

In essence, these problems are caused by unobserved heterogeneity that may vary between the 

groups. This makes any generated estimates inherently group dependent and, thus, unsuitable 

to compare because they both reflect the “true” relationship between two variables and the 

degree of unobserved heterogeneity in each model/subsample (Mood, 2010). The problem is 

sometimes solved by using a linear probability model (LPM) instead of the logistic model. This 

is, however, only legitimate as long as the baseline probability falls within the range of 0.2 to 

0.8 which makes the relationship between the dependent and independent variables 

approximately linear. In my sample, the baseline probability to be a manager is well below 0.2 

which means that an LPM would suffer from very poor model fit. This motivates the use of 

logistic regression analysis, although it means that comparisons across subgroups must be made 

cautiously and for purely descriptive purposes (Breen et al., 2018; Mood, 2010). In the analysis’ 
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initial phase, I test for a statistically significant between-sector difference in gender gaps in 

managerial authority in order to validate the relevance of the main analysis. In doing so I use 

average marginal effects; an alternative effect estimate which is not affected by unobserved 

heterogeneity (ibid).  

 

Sensitivity Analysis 
 

To test the robustness of my empirical results, the main analyses (presented in Tables 3 and 4 

in the results section) were also performed using linear probability models with robust standard 

errors. The overall results from these analyses were similar to those generated by logistic 

regressions. In some cases, however, the LPM coefficients deviated from logit coefficients in 

their direction or statistical significance. This difference is probably caused by the issue 

discussed above: poor model fit when using LPM because the predicted probabilities are 

smaller than 0.2. The sensitivity analysis does thus show that results are somewhat reactive to 

study design, but it also supports the assumption that logistic regression analysis is a more 

reasonable choice of method than LPM for this study.  

 

Limitations 
 

As touched upon in the method section, one methodological limitation of the present study is 

the fact that between-group differences in estimates from logit regressions may only be 

interpreted descriptively; not as differing causal “effects” on the dependent variable. In fact, the 

same caveat applies to all the results in this thesis generated by cross-sectional logistic 

regressions even when they are not compared – what we observe is a correlation between being 

a manager and other factors, not causal relationships. The fixed effects specification allows for 

a more causal understanding of how the study’s independent variables influence managerial 

authority. There are, however, other disadvantages related to this kind of models. Because the 

estimates generated by fixed effects regression build on intra-individual changes over time, 

only individuals with variation in the dependent and independent variable contribute to the 

estimations (Allison, 2009). This means that the effective sample is heavily reduced8. Also, we 

should be cautious in drawing causal conclusions even on the basis of results from fixed effects 

regressions. Although the specification is able to show the intra-individual change in the odds 

 
8 The number of individuals who contribute to the fixed effects estimates presented in Table 4 is 202,211 women 
and 54,283 men. 
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of being a manager that follows a shift in family status, we cannot rule out reverse causality – 

i.e., a situation where an individual’s career influences his/her family status.  

 

Another limitation of the study is that the data does not include any indicator on an individual’s 

working time. Thus, employees who work full-time cannot be distinguished from those who 

work part-time. This is a major weakness since the gender gap in managerial authority is likely 

to be partly explained by the fact that women tend to work part-time to a higher extent than 

men, in particular when having young children (Kennerberg, 2007). When part-time work is 

not controlled for in the analysis, we are not able to tell how much of the gender gap in 

managerial authority or any differences between mothers and fathers that is actually explained 

by differences in working time.  

 

Lastly, it should be mentioned that the analysis has low external validity. Because it is restricted 

to employees in the Swedish welfare state service industries, results may not be generalized to 

contexts other than, perhaps, the same type of industries in other countries with a similar 

organization of publicly and privately-owned providers of health care, education and social 

care. It might however be the case that the findings are not entirely industry-specific but also 

dependent on certain conditions which are unique to the Swedish context. I do not, either, claim 

the results to apply to the Swedish labour market in full. Rather, the analysis should be viewed 

as a deeper insight into between-sector differences in a specific area where such differences 

might have a large influence on careers.  

 

Results 
In the following sections, the study’s hypotheses are tested. In the initial stage, the analysis is 

separated by sector. First, I examine how the proportion of employees with managerial authority 

differs between sectors, both in a general sense and with regard to women’s underrepresentation 

in managerial positions (Table 2)9. Thereafter, I look further into how a woman’s probability 

to be a manager relative to that of a man is influenced by parenthood and partnership status 

(Table 3). In the last step, the analysis is separated by gender. This allows for estimations of the 

probability to be a manager in the public sector relative to in the private sector, for men and 

 
9 A visualization of women’s underrepresentation in managerial roles displayed by sector for all years between 
2002 and 2012 is to be found in appendix 2 (Figure 3). 
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women respective. I also control for unobserved individual heterogeneity, and thereby examine 

how results are influenced by between-sector differences in stable individual traits (Table 4).  

 

The Gender Gap in Managerial Authority 
 

In Table 2, hypotheses H1 (On average, the probability to be a manager is lower for employees 

in the public sector than for employees in the private sector), H2 (Women are underrepresented 

in managerial positions in both sectors) and H3 (The “raw” gender gap in managerial authority 

is narrower in the public sector than in the private sector) are tested. The first three columns 

of the table display the yearly proportion of employees in each sector with value 1 on the 

variable managership, followed by a test statistic on the (non)equality of the two proportions10. 

In the next five columns, two different measures on raw gender gaps in the relative likelihood 

to be a manager (i.e. the unadjusted, statistically significant effect of being a woman on the 

probability to have managerial authority) is presented alongside a corresponding test statistic 

on the between-sector difference.  

 
 
Table 2.  Between-sector differences in the proportion of employees with managerial authority 
and female employees’ relative disadvantage, by year.   

Note: All the estimates presented in columns 4-7 indicates a statistically significant between-gender difference where p<0.001. 
For the test statistics in column 3 and 8, statistical significance is indicated as follows: *** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 

 
10 The proportions and the test statistic are obtained using the function prtest in Stata 15. 

 Total proportion of 
employees with managerial 

authority 

Effect of female 
gender on 

managership: 
Odds ratios 

Effect of female gender on 
managership: Average 

marginal effects 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
 Public 

sector 
Private 
sector Diff. Public 

sector 
Private 
sector 

Public 
sector 

Private 
sector Diff. 

2002 1.93% 3.16% *** 0.442 0.368 -0.015 -0.030 *** 
2003 1.93% 3.51% *** 0.461 0.422 -0.015 -0.029 *** 
2004 2.03% 3.48% *** 0.453 0.426 -0.016 -0.028 *** 
2005 2.02% 3.51% *** 0.462 0.471 -0.015 -0.025 *** 
2006 2.08% 3.50% *** 0.463 0.459 -0.016 -0.026 *** 
2007 2.14% 3.27% *** 0.482 0.426 -0.015 -0.027 *** 
2008 2.84% 3.71% *** 0.573 0.476 -0.015 -0.026 *** 
2009 2.82% 3.64% *** 0.592 0.450 -0.014 -0.024 *** 
2010 2.72% 3.67% *** 0.607 0.537 -0.013 -0.022 *** 
2011 2.57% 3.39% *** 0.639 0.553 -0.011 -0.019 *** 
2012 2.61% 3.49% *** 0.661 0.619 -0.011 -0.016 *** 
Avg: 2.32% 3.50% *** 0.529 0.484 -0.014 -0.024 *** 
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Columns 1-3 in Table 2 show that the average probability to be a manager is significantly higher 

in the private than in the public sector for the entire time period. The group of managers is 

however small in both sectors as it only constitutes between 1.92 per cent and 3.71 per cent of 

the total number of employees. In columns 4-5, estimated odds-ratios for women versus men 

to have managerial authority in each of the sectors are presented. If the odds were the same for 

men and women, the odds ratio would be 1. The fact that all estimates are below 1 tells us that 

in both sectors, relative to male gender, female gender is related to significantly decreased odds 

to have managerial authority in all years studied. Further, women’s relative odds of having 

managerial authority is higher in the public than in the private sector for all years except from 

2005. These odd-ratios are, however, group-level quantities and we cannot assume the degree 

of unobserved heterogeneity to be equal across sectors. I thus do not perform any test indicating 

the presence of a statistically significant between-sector difference since this might generate 

misleading results (Breen et al., 2018; Mood, 2010).  

 

For average marginal effects (AMEs), on the other hand, such a comparison is possible. The 

AMEs in column 6-7 are interpreted as the average difference in probability (in per centage-

points) to have managerial authority for a woman relative to a man. We can see that this 

estimated difference is greater in the private sector than in the public sector for all of the years 

(even in 2005, although this result is contrary to what was indicated by the odds-ratios), and 

also that all the between-sector differences are statistically significant at the 99.9 per cent 

confidence level. This result, supplemented by the odds-ratios in column 4 and 5, leads us to 

the conclusion that women were underrepresented in managerial positions in both sectors 

between 2002 and 2012. The gender gap in managerial authority was however smaller in the 

public sector than in the private sector, although the total proportion of managers was greater 

in the private sector. This means that hypotheses H1, H2 and H3 receives support. Further, the 

fact that there is a statistically significant difference between the sectors motivates a further 

examination of why this might be the case. Another conclusion that can be drawn from Table 

2 is that the relative probability for a woman to be a manager has increased over time, in 

particular in the private sector.  

 

 
 



 
 

 
 

26 

The Influence of Parenthood on Managerial 
Authority  
 

As indicated by the results reported in Table 2, being a woman significantly reduces the 

probability to be a manager in both sectors when no other covariates are held constant. 

Averaged over the time period 2002-2012, Table 2 showed that women in the public sector was 

47 per cent less likely than men in the public sector to have managerial authority11. Women in 

the private sector were 52 per cent less likely than men in the private sector to have managerial 

authority. In the next analytical step, I test hypothesis H4a (Gender-specific “returns” of 

parenthood and partnership explain a large part of the gender gap in authority, in particular 

in the private sector) by adding the study’s main independent variables Young child, Older 

child and Partner as well as interaction effects between these variables and Female to the 

analysis. Since the “female friendliness” of the public sector is often discussed in terms of 

family-work reconciliation, I expect to observe a weaker mediating effect of family status on 

the relationship between gender and being a manager in the public sector than in the private 

sector. I also include a model specification where I control for human capital and firm-level 

characteristics. For reasons of space, estimates for the 20 dummy variables measuring education 

level (presented in Table 2) are not displayed although they are added to the analysis with the 

other controls. All estimations also include year dummies.  

 

The result presented in Table 3 shows that parenthood is associated with a lower probability to 

be a manager in both sectors, in particular when having children below the age of 4. Estimates 

for the interactions indicate, in accordance with hypothesis H4a, that the “motherhood penalty” 

on careers is greater than the “fatherhood penalty”. Individuals who are married or cohabiting 

with a partner are more likely than single individuals to be managers in both sectors, but this 

association is weaker for women than for men. This is also in line with hypothesis H4a. As 

previously discussed, we cannot interpret between-group differences in the magnitude of logit 

coefficients as differing causal effects of parenthood on managership. However, the estimates 

for the variable female suggest that the raw gender gap in managerial authority in the public 

sector is to a great extent explained by variables indicating an individual’s family status and 

their interactions with gender. A single woman without dependent children is 13 per cent less 

likely than a single man without dependent children to have managerial authority. In the private 

 
11 Because the baseline probability to be a manager is smaller than 0.10 in all analyses presented in this study, 
I henceforth interpret odds-ratios as differences in probability (i.e., relative risks) (DeMaris, 1995).  
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sector, the corresponding female disadvantage is larger – about 30 per cent. This is 

contradictory to hypothesis H4a.  

 

 

Table 3. Estimates from logit models with dependent variable “managership” 
(expressed as odds ratios). By sector. Pooled data 2002-2012. 
 
Variables Public sector Private sector 
 1 2 3 4 
Female (ref: male) 0.869*** 0.868*** 0.702*** 0.722*** 
     
Children (ref: no dependent children)     
Child 0-3 years old 0.348*** 0.331*** 0.543*** 0.543*** 
Child 4-17 years old 0.863*** 0.814*** 0.952** 0.936*** 
     
Partner (ref: single) 3.006*** 2.602*** 2.838*** 2.397*** 
     
Work experience (ref: 0-5 years)     
6-15 years  3.079***  2.770*** 
16+ years  5.071***  4.870*** 
     
Tenure current employer (ref: 0-5 years)     
6-15 years  2.444***  2.214*** 
16+ years  0.814***  0.960*** 
     
Female employees in organization (ref: 0-50%)     
51-75%   1.294***  0.956** 
76-100%   1.328***  0.889*** 
     
Nr of employees in organization (ln)  0.909***  0.937*** 
     
Industry: Education (ref: Health/social care)  0.534***  1.089*** 
     
Interaction effects     
Child 0-3*female 0.865*** 0.773*** 0.804*** 0.853*** 
Child 4-17*female 0.850*** 0.840*** 0.951* 1.034 
Married/cohabiting*female 0.523*** 0.597*** 0.607*** 0.640*** 
Education level dummies No Yes No Yes 
Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Constant 0.017*** 0.001*** 0.030*** 0.003*** 
Pseudo R2 0.0254 0.1478 0.0285 0.1199 
N 9,151,662 1,680,323 
*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05 
 

 

 

 

When studying the estimates for our main independent variables and the interaction effects 

more closely, we get some further insight into the between-sector difference with regard to 

fathers’ and mothers’ careers. To begin with, the negative relationship between parenthood and 

managership among men is stronger in the public sector than in the private sector. Second, the 
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career disadvantage related to being a female parent as compared to a male parent is also greater 

in the public sector12. In the public sector, the motherhood penalty on managership is 

approximately 15 per cent larger than the fatherhood penalty both when children are 0-3 years 

old and 4-17 years old. In the private sector, the motherhood penalty is 20 per cent larger than 

the fatherhood penalty when children are aged 0-3, but only 5 per cent larger when children are 

aged 4-17. When controls for an individual’s human capital as well as firm-level covariates are 

entered into the analysis in models 2 and 4, most estimates from models 1 and 3 remain more 

or less unaffected. One exception is, however, the interaction effect Child 4-17*female which 

is not statistically significant in model 4. This indicates that the penalty on managerial authority 

related to having older children does not differ in magnitude at all between mothers and fathers 

in the private sector when human capital and firm-level characteristics are controlled for. 

Plausibly, a lower average education level among women (see Table 2) explains the 5 per cent 

difference suggested by model 3.  

 

Taken together, the results from Table 3 give some indications on how parenthood penalties on 

managerial authority among employees in the welfare state service industries vary between the 

two sectors. In the public sector, having dependent children (as compared to having grown-up 

children or no children at all) lowers an individual’s chances to be a manager more than it does 

in the private sector. This is the case for both men and women. Moreover, mothers are 

disadvantaged as compared to fathers in both sectors, but this disadvantage seems to be more 

persistent in the public sector. In the private sector, mothers and fathers experience similar and 

small parenthood penalties on managerial authority as soon as their children have passed 

infancy. The fact that women nonetheless are more underrepresented in managerial positions 

in the private sector than in the public sector is, thus, not explained by factors related to family 

responsibilities. In sum, the results presented in Table 3 challenge the assumption that the public 

sector is more family-friendly than the private sector (hypothesis H4). 

 
 

 
12The estimates presented for the variables Child 0-3 years old and Child 4-17 years old show the odds for a man 
with children to have managerial authority relative to the odds for a man without dependent children to have 
managerial authority. To obtain the corresponding odds for a woman with children relative to a woman without 
dependent  we multiply these estimates with the “additional” negative influence on managership related to being 
a female parent (i.e., the interaction effects Child 0-3 years*female and Child 4-17 years*female). In the public 
sector, the odds for a mother to have managerial authority relative to a non-mother are 0.301 (0.869 * 0.348 * 
0.865 / 0.869) when children are 0-3 years old and 0.734 (0.869 * 0.863 * 0.850 / 0.869) when children are 4-
17 years old. In the private sector, the corresponding differences in odds are 0.437 (0.702 * 0.543 * 0.804 / 
0.702) and 0.905 (0.702 * 0.952 * 0.951 / 0.702). 
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Are Results Influenced by Self-selection Effects? 
 

Table 3 showed that being a parent decreases an individual’s chances to be a manager more in 

the public sector than it does in the private sector. Building on previous research, there are 

however reasons to believe that this difference is influenced by public sector employees being 

systematically different from private sector employees in terms of stable traits such as 

work/family orientation. If individuals who prioritize family over careers and thus are less 

“authority-prone” tend to select into the public sector, our cross-sectional results suffer from 

omitted variable bias. In other words – if sector correlates with this kind of unobserved 

individual traits, it results in an overestimation of the negative relationship between working in 

the public sector and having managerial authority when using the standard logit specification. 

Next, I therefore test hypothesis H4b (Net of any between-sector differences in stable individual 

traits, parenthood penalties on managerial authority are smaller in the public sector than in 

the private sector). In doing so I separate the analysis by gender and include Public sector as 

an independent variable in both standard logit models and fixed effects logit models. Now, the 

interaction effects controlled for are Child-03*Public sector, Child4-17*Public sector and 

Cohabiting*Public sector. This allows us to observe how the probability to be a manager differs 

between the two sectors for women with the same family status (Table 4, models 1-2) as well 

as for men with the same family status (Table 4, models 3-4), with and without unobserved 

individual traits held constant. In interpreting the results, I will start by briefly describing the 

association between parenthood and managership within each of the sectors and how it changes 

with the introduction of fixed effects. The main focus here is, however, between-sector 

differences – i.e. the variable Public sector and its interactions with parenthood.     

 

In Table 4, we can see that being a parent decreases the probability to be a manager in all 

standard logit models, in particular for women. So far, the results align with those presented in 

Table 3. The fixed effects specification does however indicate that both men and women are 

negatively selected into parenthood. The covariation remaining when self-selection effects are 

accounted for can be described as the actual “treatment effect” of parenthood on managerial 

authority. When we control for unobserved individual heterogeneity, the parenthood penalty on 

managerial authority shifts into a parenthood premium for all men in the private sector, for 

women in the private sector with children 4-17 years old and for men in the public sector with 

children 4-17 years old. This means that the treatment effect of parenthood on managership is
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Table 4. Estimates from standard logit models and fixed effects logit models with dependent variable 
“managership” (expressed as odds ratios). Years 2002-2012. 

  

 Women (n= 8,821,519) Men (n= 2,010,466) 
Variables 1 2 3 4 
 Standard F.E. Standard F.E. Standard F.E. Standard F.E. 
Public sector (ref: private sector)  0.817*** 0.939 1.021 1.499*** 0.637*** 1.053 0.687*** 1.332** 
         
Children (ref: no dependent children)         
Child 0-3 years old 0.434*** 1.079 0.431*** 1.047 0.543*** 1.256*** 0.525*** 1.258*** 
Child 4-17 years old 0.911*** 1.272*** 0.956*** 1.247*** 0.951** 1.662*** 0.932*** 1.678*** 
         
Partner (ref: single) 1.722*** 0.984 1.628*** 1.015 2.836*** 1.255** 2.475*** 1.264** 
         
Work experience (ref: 0-5 years)         
6-15 years   2.740*** 1.558***   3.554*** 1.316*** 
16+ years   4.540*** 1.860***   6.067*** 1.403*** 
         
Tenure current employer (ref: 0-5 years)         
6-15 years   2.446*** 1.184***   2.354*** 1.122*** 
16+ years   0.922*** 1.757***   0.714*** 1.137** 
         
Female employees in organization (ref: 0-50%)         
51-75%    1.097*** 1.279***   0.977 1.291*** 
76-100%    1.016 1.909***   1.246*** 2.550*** 
         
Nr of employees in organization (ln)   0.915*** 0.820***   0.921*** 0.855*** 
         
Industry: Education (ref: health/social care)   0.574*** 0.403***   0.867*** 0.630*** 
         
Interaction effects         
Child 0-3*Public sector  0.693*** 0.596*** 0.612*** 0.637*** 0.646*** 0.725*** 0.661*** 0.706*** 
Child 4-17*Public sector 0.806*** 0.721*** 0.725*** 0.755*** 0.901*** 0.765*** 0.894*** 0.747*** 
Married/cohabiting*Public sector 0.914*** 1.123* 0.949*** 1.011* 1.060** 0.960 1.024 0.956 
         
Education dummies No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes 
Year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Constant 0.018*** - 0.001 - 0.032*** - 0.002*** - 
Pseudo R2 0.0156 0.2217 0.1459 0.2312 0.0315 0.1369 0.1139 0.1429 
*** p<0.001, p<0.01, * p<0.05   
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suggested to be positive in these groups13. The premium is most salient for men in the private 

sector with older children, who are more than 65 per cent more likely to have managerial 

authority than men in the same sector who do not have dependent children. In the other three 

groups, the corresponding difference is about 25 per cent. Women in the private sector with 

children younger than 4 do not experience any parenthood effect on managership at all. For all 

women in the public sector and for men in the public sector with children younger than 4, the 

parenthood penalty remains although smaller in size than was suggested by the standard logit 

regressions. In these groups, about one half of the total penalty is caused by self-selection 

effects. The negative treatment effect of parenthood on the probability to be a manager is around 

35 per cent for women in the public sector with young children, and approximately 10 per cent 

for both men in the public sector with young children and women in the public sector with older 

children. None of the estimates discussed here changes substantially when control variables are 

entered into the analysis in models 2 and 4.  

 

Next, we move to between-sector differences. All standard logistic regressions in Table 4 

indicate a negative or non-significant “main effect” of working in the public sector on the 

probability to be a manager. Estimates for the interaction effects Child0-3*Public sector and 

Child4-17*Public sector in these models show that the negative association between 

parenthood and managership is even stronger in the public sector than in the private sector. This 

goes in line with our previous results, but the fixed effects specification does generate some 

new information also in this case. First, we can see that the negative/non-significant main effect 

of Public sector on managerial authority is influenced by negative self-selection into the public 

sector. When family status, controls and unobserved individual traits are held constant (models 

2 and 4), the estimates for this variable show that when single women whitout dependent 

children are being compared, a woman in the public sector is actually 50 per cent more likely 

than a woman in the private sector to be a manager on average. A single man whithout 

dependent children in the public sector is on average 26 per cent more likely to be a manager 

than a man with the same family situation who is working in the private sector.  

 

 
13 The estimates presented in Table 4 for the variables Child 0-3 years old and Child 4-17 years old show the 
odds for a woman/man with children in the private sector to have managerial authority relative to the odds of a 
individual without dependent children in the same sector and with the same gender to have managerial authority. 
The corresponding odds for a woman/man in the public sector according to the fixed effects specification in 
models (1) and (3) are 0.643 (0.939 * 1.079 * 0.596 / 0.939) for a woman with children 0-3 years old, 0.917 
(0.939 * 1.272 * 0.721 / 0.939) for a woman with children 4-17 years old, 0.910 (1.053 * 1.256 * 0.725 / 1.053) 
for a man with children 0-3 years old and 1.271 (1.053 * 1.662 * 0.765 /1.053) for a man with children 4-17 
years old.  
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However, between-sector differences in parenthood effects on managerial authority (as 

indicated by the interaction variables) are not to any great extent explained by negative self-

selection into the public sector. According to the standard logit specification, the motherhood 

penalty on managerial authority that follows on having children 0-3 years old is 39 per cent 

larger in the public sector than in the private sector when control variables are held constant. 

The corresponding difference for mothers with children 4-17 years old is 27 per cent. After 

correcting for omitted variable bias, which makes the motherhood penalty shift into a premium 

in the private sector, most of this “sector gap” in the effect of motherhood on managership 

(which points to a disadvantage related to working in the public sector) remain -  36 per cent 

when having young children and 24 per cent when having older children14. The situation is 

similar for fathers with young children; out of the total 34 per cent between-sector difference 

in the returns of fatherhood, the treatment effect of sector is 29 per cent. For men with older 

children, the result even suggests positive self-selection into the public sector. In this group, 

fatherhood is associated with an additional 11 per cent decrease in the probability to be a 

manager when working in the public sector, according to the standard logit specification. When 

controlling for unobserved individual heterogeneity, the sector gap in this fatherhood effect 

becomes as large as 25 per cent.  

   

Further, estimates for the Partner variable show that being married/cohabiting increases the 

probability to have managerial authority. This is particularly the case for men, whose chances 

of being a manager is about 2,5 times higher when having a partner as compared to when being 

single. Most of the marriage premium is, however, generated by positive selection into 

marriage/cohabitation. For women, the premium is very small or non-existent when unobserved 

heterogeneity is accounted for. For men, a 25 per cent marriage premium remains in the fixed 

effects specification. Although we observe a small negative selection into the public sector for 

married/cohabiting women, there are no substantial between-sector differences here. 

 

In sum, the results do not support Hypothesis H4b. Even though employees are negatively 

selected into the public sector, the private sector still offers better relative career opportunities 

for parents. However, the public sector offers better “general” career opportunities once omitted 

variable bias is corrected for. Thus, when we compare probabilities for parents to have 

 
14 Model 1, without control variables, does even suggest a positive self-selection of mothers into the public sector.  
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managerial authority, these two factors add up to small between-sector differences15. The most 

salient difference concerns mothers with older children, who are 13 per cent more likely to be 

managers when working in the public sector than in the private sector. Another conclusion that 

can be drawn from Table 4 is that working in a highly female-dominated organization seem to 

increase the probability to be a manager more for a man than for a woman, in line with the glass 

escalator theory (Hultin, 2003; Maume, 1999; Williams, 1992). 

 

Discussion 
In this thesis, I have examined how the underrepresentation of female managers differ between 

public sector and private sector providers of welfare state services and whether between-sector 

variations in parenthood effects on managerial authority contribute to such differences. 

Building on previous research, I expected to find better overall career opportunities in the 

private sector, but less disadvantage for parents as compared to non-parents in the public sector. 

I also assumed that this would, in turn, result in a smaller underrepresentation of women in 

managerial roles in the public sector than in the private sector. The analysis generated a 

somewhat mixed result. It aligns with the hypotheses insofar that the absolute probability to be 

a manager is greater in the private sector for both women and men, whereas the relative 

probability for a woman to be a manager is greater in the public sector. The fact that the gender 

gap in managerial authority is narrower in the public sector does not, however, seem to be 

explained by the public sector being more family-friendly. Instead, working in the public sector 

is particularly rewarding for individuals who do not have family responsibilities; a group in 

which the gender gap is relatively narrow. The private sector exhibits a greater career 

disadvantage for single women without dependent children as compared to single men whitout 

dependent children, but a smaller and more gender-equal influence of family responsibilities 

on the probability to have managerial authority.  

 
15 With all other independent variables and stable individual traits held constant, a mother with children age 0-3 
is about 4 per cent less likely (1.499 * 1.047 * 0.637 / 1.047 = 0.955) than a mother with children age 0-3 in 
the private sector to have managerial authority. A mother with children age 4-17 in the public sector is 13 per 
cent more likely (1.499 * 1.247 * 0.755 / 1.247 = 1.132) than a mother with children age 4-17 in the private 
sector to have managerial authority. A father in the public sector is 6 per cent less likely (1.332 * 1.258 * 0.706 
/ 1.258 = 0.940) than a father in the public sector to have managerial authority when having children age 0-3, 
and less than 1 per cent less likely than a father in the private sector to have managerial authority (1.332 * 
1.678 * 0.747 / 1.678 = 0.995) when having children age 4-17. 
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In regard of between-sector differences, the findings of the present study largely align with 

those presented by Hultin (1998) who suggested a narrower gender gap in workplace authority 

in the public sector than in the private sector, but also found a greater parenthood penalty on 

authority in the public sector. The result is partly contradictory to Hansen’s (1997) conclusion 

saying that mothers’ careers benefit from work in the public sector because of its comparatively 

small punishments for caring responsibilities (i.e., having children). My analysis indicates that 

mothers with children age 4-17 working in the Swedish welfare state service industries might 

indeed have better career prospects when being employed in the public sector than when being 

employed in the private sector once stable individual traits are controlled for, but this is 

attributed to the “general” advantage of working in the public sector which is unrelated to 

parenthood. Further, the result of the present study challenges the assumption that the public 

sector offers lower upward career mobility than the private sector does (Berggren, 2011; 

Bihagen and Ohls, 2007). Although there is a higher proportion of managers among private 

sector employees in welfare state services, the public sector is suggested to imply a greater 

probability for an employee to be a manager once omitted variable bias is corrected for. It 

should however be noted that the fixed effects specification draws on intra-individual changes 

over time; in this case, a change in managerial status accompanying a shift from one sector to 

the other. In other words, the result is generated by a greater average probability for a non-

manager to become a manager16 when he or she shifts from the private to the public sector than 

the other way around. This association might or might not mirror the overall pattern for career 

mobility in a sector. Even so, the finding may lead us to ask whether the results of previous 

studies are actually influenced by negative self-selection into the public sector.  

 

My analysis adds to the research on how women’s representation in managerial positions varies 

between the public and the private sector by providing an analysis of this relationship in which 

the effect of working in the public sector on equality is not conflated with the effect of working 

in an industry that is female-dominated and/or centres around a specific kind of services. 

Instead, I aimed to capture the association between gender equality and organizational between-

sector differences such as level of competition and bureaucracy. Essentially, the arguments 

proclaiming one of the sectors to be more gender-equal than the other focus on the influence of 

competition: it might make the private sector more meritocratic, but the lack of competition in 

the public sector may increase family friendliness. Both of these aspects could potentially 

 
16 And/or a smaller probability for a manager to become a non-manager. 
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diminish women’s disadvantage. However, my results rather point to the private sector being 

more family-friendly than the public sector. This can be linked to Goldin’s (2014) theory on 

workplace flexibility (i.e.; the possibility to have a flexible schedule without experiencing 

career setbacks) and its importance for gender equality in terms of wages and top positions in 

the labour market.  

 

My result goes in line with those presented by Goodstein (1994) who finds, contrary to the 

results of several other studies (Anghel et al., 2011; Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2007; Ingram 

and Simons, 1995), that workplace flexibility might be more common in the private than in the 

public sector. Building on his own empirical evidence, Goodstein suggests that market forces 

might produce incentives for employers to offer this kind of work-family benefits in order to 

attract the most productive workforce. This could be one explanation for my findings. It should 

however be kept in mind that my study is limited to employees in health care, education and 

social care, and also that influence from market forces may not be the only reason for greater 

workplace flexibility in the private sector in these industries. Another contributing factor could 

be that private enterprises are more prevalent in some subareas of these industries than others; 

there are for example a higher share of privately-owned clinics than hospitals (see SKL, 2018). 

It might be the case that flexible schedules and employees’ autonomy are harder to combine 

with acute and specialized care, which is more often provided by the public sector, than with 

primary care. This relates to a wider debate on the fact that the Swedish public sector has a 

responsibility to deliver care and education to all citizens, whereas privately owned providers 

of welfare state services could target the most easily treated or profitable patients/pupils 

(sometimes referred to as “cherry picking”). Even though this discussion will not be further 

elaborated on within the frames of this thesis, it is interesting to consider how this between-

sector difference might affect employees’ working conditions.  

 

The result of my study does also indicate that public sector employees and private sector 

employees are not substantially different from each other with regard to their stable individual 

traits selecting them for authority positions. This goes against what is suggested by Hultin 

(1998) and Yaish and Stier (2009) in their studies on determinants of workplace authority. I 

argue that my analysis provides a more well-aimed test of whether this assumption is actually 
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valid or not17. As previously discussed, the group that contribute to this finding is limited to 

individuals who have shifted from one sector to the other at any point of time between 2002 

and 2012. These men and women do only constitute about 13% of the total number of unique 

individuals in the data, and it might be the case that “shifters” are different from those who stay 

in the same sector for the entire time period. However, the result adds to earlier empirical 

analyses comparing personal traits and priorities of public sector employees to those of private 

sector employees (without linking their findings to workplace authority), which generally 

conclude that other factors are deemed much more important for an individual’s attitude 

towards work and careers (see Buelens and Van den Broeck, 2007; Lyons et al., 2006). My 

results suggest that the between-sector difference in regard of stable individual traits is 

considerably smaller than the within-sector difference between parents and non-parents.  

 

Although the analysis’ internal validity is comparatively high, it should be stressed again that 

its external validity is low. Thus, results cannot be generalized to contexts other than the welfare 

state service industries in Sweden. The Swedish labour market differs from those in most other 

countries because of its high level of female participation and the country’s generous family 

policies which makes it easier to combine parenthood and work. This means that the same 

results might not be obtained for other countries. For example, in a country where the housewife 

norm is more prevailing, women who nevertheless participate in salaried work following 

parenthood (irrespective of in which sector) may be a much more selected group in terms of 

career orientation.  

 

Further, the findings of this study show that even in the Swedish welfare state service industries; 

a highly female-dominated subset of the labour market in one of the world’s most gender-

egalitarian countries, the probability for a woman to be a manager is lower than that of a man. 

This fact, supplemented by the result indicating that men benefit more than women from 

working in a highly female-dominated organization, lends support to the theoretical assumption 

of a “glass escalator” for men who are particularly highly valued in a workplace because of 

their minority position (Hultin, 2003; Maume, 1999; Williams, 1992). We cannot, however, 

dismiss the idea of a “male advantage as usual” (Budig, 2002; Nielsen and Madsen, 2018). It is 

 
17 Hultin (1998) does only speculate about self-selection being the explanation to why her result show a negative 
relationship between workplace authority and having children in the public sector but not in the private sector. 
Yaish and Stier (2009) interpret a wider gender gap in job authority in the public sector than in the private sector 
and a positive relationship between women’s concentration in the public sector and the gender gap in managerial 
authority as support for their self-selection hypothesis. 
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clear that a large part of women’s disadvantage is explained by female employees experiencing 

greater career setbacks than male employees when becoming parents. Probably, one of the main 

reasons for women’s underrepresentation in managerial positions is thus a gender-unequal 

distribution of family responsibilities – a situation that may be more or less representative for 

the entire labour market. One plausible mechanism in explaining this relationship is time spent 

at work since mothers use a majority of the parental leave and work part-time to a larger extent 

than fathers (Aisenbrey et al., 2009; Keloharju et al., 2018; Kennerberg, 2007). Also, the time-

consuming characteristics of many managerial jobs might make them hard to combine with 

having the main responsibility for children (Magnusson and Nermo, 2017). 

 

At the same time, the analyses in this study indicate that all women working in the welfare state 

services are disadvantaged as compared to men with the same family status and qualifications. 

This was somewhat surprising as I expected to find small or no differences in the probability to 

have managerial authority between men and women without family responsibilities. 

Considering this result, there may also be reasons to believe that women’s underrepresentation 

in managerial positions is to at least some degree influenced by practices discriminating 

women. The fact that the adjusted gender gap in authority is narrower in the public sector than 

in the private sector could suggest that the bureaucracy characterizing the public sector 

diminishes discrimination more than competition and market forces does (cf. Becker, 2010 

[1957]). If this is the case, the result goes in line with a number of American studies suggesting 

that discrimination is less prevalent in the public sector than in the private sector because of its 

more formalized procedures for hiring and promotions (Crewson, 1995; Dobbin et al., 1993; 

Reskin and McBrier, 2000; Rosenberg et al., 1993). It is, nevertheless, problematic to measure 

discrimination as the residual effect of female gender since it is almost impossible to include 

all relevant variables. As previously discussed, part-time work is one example of a missing 

control variable in this study. Further, the descriptive analysis presented in Table 2 as well as 

the visualisation in Figure 3 (appendix 2) both show that the gender gap in managerial authority 

has narrowed significantly between 2002 and 2012 in both sectors. Even though this is not the 

main focus of my analysis, it indicates that labour market discrimination based on gender 

generally has become less common over time. 

 

To sum up: It is clear that gender, work and family are closely intertwined. This thesis has 

provided some further insight into how working in the private or the public sector influences 

this relationship, but there is still a need for more research on the topic. Above all, causal 
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analyses of how the Swedish welfare state service privatisations influenced gender equality 

constitutes a clear gap in the literature. Such studies would allow for a deeper understanding of 

which consequences this political development had for women working in any of the affected 

industries. It would also be interesting to perform a similar study as the one I present but using 

a wider definition of workplace authority. To focus on the relatively small group of employees 

who hold a managerial title gives us insight about women’s underrepresentation in top 

positions, but might not be representative of how women’s career opportunities differ from 

men’s at other levels in the labour market hierarchy. Lastly, it should be acknowledged that 

quantitative studies in this research field identify relationships between variables such as 

gender, parenthood and workplace authority, but they do not tell us much about the human 

actions and interactions that produce these associations. In gaining further insight into why we 

observe certain patterns, qualitative research might play an important role.   
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Appendices 
Appendix 1 
 

Figure 1. Number of employees working in the welfare state service industries 2002-2012, 
by sector and gender. 

 

 
Figure 2. Number of individuals shifting between sectors annually, by gender. 
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Appendix 2 
 

Figure 3. Proportion of female managers in each sector, by year. 

 


