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Abstract
Sweden's generous parental leave policy has not translated into gender-equal uptake: fathers continue to take substantially
less leave than mothers, and uptake varies across workplaces even under the same formal entitlements. This dissertation
investigates how workplace conditions are associated with fathers' parental leave uptake, using full-population employer-
employee linked administrative register data from Sweden. By locating the workplace as the central site of explanation,
the dissertation addresses the gap between what parental leave policy formally allows and what fathers are able to do.

The dissertation comprises three empirical studies, each examining fathers' parental leave uptake in relation to a distinct
work environment-level explanatory factor: overtime work culture, the availability of internal substitutes, and managers'
educational attainment.

Demanding work environments expect substantial time commitments, such as overtime work. Existing research have
focused largely on how overtime work affects mothers, overlooking how it constraints fathers’ parental leave uptake. Study
I addresses this gap by measuring overtime work objectively at three levels: the father's own overtime work, that of his
immediate colleagues, and that of the broader organization. Combining Swedish administrative data with survey data on
overtime work, the study tests whether it is fathers' own overtime work or the overtime culture surrounding them that is
associated with their leave-taking.

Building on qualitative reports that fathers weigh the burden their absence places on colleagues, Study II tests
whether this practical concern—the availability of an internal substitute—is associated with fathers' parental leave
uptake. It introduces the concept of gendered absence management, asking whether an ostensibly gender-neutral staffing
consideration is nonetheless associated differently with fathers' and mothers' leave-taking.

Study III examines whether managers' educational attainment is associated with fathers' parental leave uptake, and
whether this association depends on the father's own education. It distinguishes between the top manager and the broader
management team, capturing individual and collective influences that prior research has rarely separated.

Across the three studies, the work environment was consistently associated with fathers' parental leave uptake, with
overtime work culture, absence management, and managers each linked to variation in fathers' leave-taking. These findings
show that the work environment functions as more than a neutral backdrop: fathers' ability to act on a formal policy
entitlement is associated with the conditions of their work environment. That the work environment remains consequential
even in Sweden's comparatively generous policy context suggests its relevance likely extends to less generous contexts
as well.
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Abstract 

Sweden's generous parental leave policy has not translated into gender-equal 

uptake: fathers continue to take substantially less leave than mothers, and 

uptake varies across workplaces even under the same formal entitlements. 

This dissertation investigates how workplace conditions are associated with 

fathers' parental leave uptake, using full-population employer-employee 

linked administrative register data from Sweden. By locating the workplace 

as the central site of explanation, the dissertation addresses the gap between 

what parental leave policy formally allows and what fathers are able to do. 

The dissertation comprises three empirical studies, each examining fathers' 

parental leave uptake in relation to a distinct work environment-level 

explanatory factor: overtime work culture, the availability of internal 

substitutes, and managers' educational attainment. 

Demanding work environments expect substantial time commitments, such 

as overtime work. Existing research have focused largely on how overtime 

work affects mothers, overlooking how it constraints fathers’ parental leave 

uptake. Study I addresses this gap by measuring overtime work objectively at 

three levels: the father's own overtime work, that of his immediate colleagues, 

and that of the broader organization. Combining Swedish administrative data 

with survey data on overtime work, the study tests whether it is fathers' own 

overtime work or the overtime culture surrounding them that is associated 

with their leave-taking. 

Building on qualitative reports that fathers weigh the burden their absence 

places on colleagues, Study II tests whether this practical concern—the 

availability of an internal substitute—is associated with fathers' parental leave 

uptake. It introduces the concept of gendered absence management, asking 

whether an ostensibly gender-neutral staffing consideration is nonetheless 

associated differently with fathers' and mothers' leave-taking. 

Study III examines whether managers' educational attainment is associated 

with fathers' parental leave uptake, and whether this association depends on 

the father's own education. It distinguishes between the top manager and the 

broader management team, capturing individual and collective influences that 

prior research has rarely separated. 

Across the three studies, the work environment was consistently associated 

with fathers' parental leave uptake, with overtime work culture, absence 

management, and managers each linked to variation in fathers' leave-taking. 
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These findings show that the work environment functions as more than a 

neutral backdrop: fathers' ability to act on a formal policy entitlement is 

associated with the conditions of their work environment. That the work 

environment remains consequential even in Sweden's comparatively generous 

policy context suggests its relevance likely extends to less generous contexts 

as well. 
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Sammanfattning 

Sveriges generösa familjepolitik har inte lett till ett jämställt uttag av 

föräldrapenning: pappor tar fortfarande betydligt färre dagar än mammor, och 

uttaget varierar mellan olika arbetsplatser även när de formella rättigheterna 

är desamma. Den här avhandlingen undersöker hur förhållandena på 

arbetsplatsen hänger samman med pappors uttag av föräldrapenning. Den 

använder sig av administrativa registerdata från hela befolkningen i Sverige, 

särskilt den koppling mellan arbetsplatser och anställda denna datakälla 

möjliggör. Genom att placera arbetsplatsen i centrum belyser avhandlingen 

klyftan mellan vad familjepolitiken formellt ger rätt till och vad pappor 

faktiskt använder. 

Avhandlingen består av tre empiriska studier, som var och en undersöker 

pappors uttag av föräldrapenning i relation till en specifik förklarande faktor 

på arbetsplatsnivå: övertidskultur, tillgång till kollegor med liknande 

kompetens och chefernas utbildningsnivå. 

Studie I tar sitt avstamp i att tidigare forskning i stor utsträckning fokuserat 

på hur övertidsarbete påverkar mödrar, samtidigt som man har förbisett hur 

det begränsar pappors utnyttjande av föräldraledighet. Studien fyller denna 

lucka genom att objektivt mäta övertidsarbete på tre nivåer: pappans eget 

övertidsarbete, hans närmaste kollegors övertidsarbete samt övertidsarbetet 

inom organisationen i stort. Genom att kombinera svenska registerdata med 

storskaliga enkätdata om övertidsarbete undersöker studien om det är 

pappornas eget övertidsarbete eller den övertidskultur som omger dem som är 

kopplad till deras utnyttjande av föräldraledighet. 

Med utgångspunkt i kvalitativ forskning, som visar att pappor när de 

planerar sin föräldraledighet väger in den belastning som deras frånvaro 

innebär för kollegorna, undersöker Studie II om denna praktiska oro – 

tillgången till en kollega med samma kompetens som kan täcka upp ens 

arbetsuppgifter – har något samband med pappors uttag av föräldrapenning. 

Studien introducerar begreppet könsspecifik frånvarohantering och ställer 

frågan om en till synes könsneutral bemanningsfråga ändå har olika samband 

med pappors respektive mammors utnyttjande av föräldraledighet. 

Studie III undersöker om chefernas utbildningsnivå har något samband 

med pappors utnyttjande av föräldraledighet, och om detta samband beror på 

pappans egen utbildning. Studien skiljer mellan den högsta chefen och den 
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bredare ledningsgruppen, och fångar upp individuella och kollektiva 

influenser som tidigare forskning sällan har skiljt åt. 

I alla tre studierna visade sig arbetsplatsen genomgående ha ett samband 

med pappors utnyttjande av föräldraledighet, där övertidskultur, 

frånvarohantering och chefer var och en var kopplade till variationer i pappors 

utnyttjande av ledigheten. Dessa resultat visar att arbetsmiljön fungerar som 

mer än en neutral bakgrund: pappors möjlighet att utnyttja en formell rättighet 

kan avgöras av förhållanden på deras arbetsplats. Att arbetsmiljön förblir 

avgörande även med Sveriges jämförelsevis generösa familjepolitik tyder på 

att dess betydelse sannolikt inte är mindre på andra håll. 
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1 Introduction 

The gender revolution that brought mothers into paid work remains 

incomplete, as fathers’ transition into unpaid care work has not matched 

mothers’ movement into employment, producing a gender care gap (England, 

2010; Esping-Andersen, 2009; Friedman, 2015; Goldscheider et al., 2015). 

Parental leave uptake exemplifies this gap: fathers consistently take less leave 

than mothers despite expressing desires to spend more time with their children 

(Almqvist, 2008; Andreasson et al., 2023; Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 

2025a; Tan, 2023), and despite generous parental leave policies that 

incentivize fathers’ leavetaking through well-paid, non-transferable quotas 

(Duvander et al., 2019). This gap has consequences for gender equality in 

household labor (Almqvist et al., 2011; Duvander & Johansson, 2015, 2019; 

O’Brien & Wall, 2017), child wellbeing (Croft et al., 2015), and women’s 

labor market situation (Evertsson, 2016; Kleven, Landais, & Søgaard, 2019). 

Yet even in Sweden, where parental leave policies have aimed to achieve 

equal uptake, fathers use only a fraction of available leave (Duvander et al., 

2019). This persistent gap raises the question of what, beyond policy design 

and individual preferences, might also be shaping fathers' leavetaking 

The work environment is increasingly recognized as a site that 

simultaneously enables and constrains fathers’ care involvement (Bygren & 

Duvander, 2006; Haas & Hwang, 2019b; Reimer, 2020). It operates 

simultaneously as a structural and a cultural influence. As a structural site, it 

shapes the practical conditions of leavetaking through formal policies, 

workload distribution, and staffing arrangements (Haas & Hwang, 2019a; 

Nordberg, 2019). As a cultural site, it is where norms are reproduced through 

interpersonal interactions, managerial expectations, and informal pressures—

shaping what is seen as acceptable or desirable behavior for fathers (Allard et 

al., 2011; Haas & Hwang, 2019a). 

While the work environment is acknowledged as important for fathers’ 

parental leave decisions (Bygren & Duvander, 2006; Haas & Hwang, 2019b; 

Reimer, 2020), existing quantitative research has relied primarily on broad 

structural measures—such as sector, workplace size, and gender 

composition—that only indirectly capture the workplace conditions fathers 

themselves report as important. This dissertation addresses this gap by 

leveraging full-population administrative register data from Sweden, which 

enables a more precise measurement of specific workplace processes that are 

difficult to capture through survey research: overtime work at multiple levels, 



9 

potential internal substitutes at a detailed occupational level, and educational 

attainment of the managers of employed fathers. It draws on qualitative 

research to identify specific mechanisms that constrain fathers’ leavetaking, 

including overtime work pressures through ideal worker norms (de Laat, 

2023; Lott & Klenner, 2018), concerns about replacement and colleague 

burden (Brandth & Kvande, 2019b; Halrynjo & Mangset, 2022), and 

managerial influence (Bloksgaard, 2014; Brandth & Kvande, 2019b; Moran 

& Koslowski, 2019). 

The aim of this dissertation is to examine how specific processes within the 

work environment are associated with Swedish fathers' parental leave uptake. 

This aim is addressed through three research questions, each investigated in a 

separate study: 

1. Does workplace overtime culture, at the individual, workplace, and 

organizational level, associate with fathers' parental leave days 

(Study I)? 

2. Does the availability of internal substitutes, capturing the structural 

conditions of the work environment, associate with fathers' 

parental leave days (Study II)? 

3. Does managers' educational attainment, as a proxy for managers' 

gender-egalitarian attitudes, associate with fathers' parental leave 

days (Study III)? 

Three studies address these research questions, each drawing on a similar 

population, the same administrative data infrastructure, and the same outcome 

variable—fathers’ parental leave days. This consistency in population, data, 

and outcome measurement across studies contributes to a coherent 

dissertation, in which each study’s findings speak to a similar empirical 

setting. The full-population employer-employee linked administrative 

register-based data allows these processes to be measured which would not be 

attainable through other data alone, such as survey data. In doing so, this 

dissertation contributes evidence on which aspects of the work environment 

are associated with fathers' leavetaking, and to what extent. 

Sweden represents an illuminating case: despite policy categorized as 

promoting co-responsibility (Castro-García & Pazos-Moran, 2016) and 

explicitly aimed at increasing gender equality (Duvander et al., 2019), gender 

inequality persists. This persistence suggests that a generous parental leave 

policy alone is insufficient (Haas & Hwang, 2019a), and the Swedish context 

provides a particularly apt setting for examining the role of the work 

environment in shaping fathers’ caregiving. 

The dissertation is outlined as follows. Section 2 traces the uneven phases 

of the gender revolution to contextualize the gender gap in parental leave. 

Section 3 introduces the Swedish parental leave policy as context for the three 

studies. Section 4 outlines explanations for the gender gap in leave uptake 

across multiple levels. Section 5 zooms in on the interactional level, where it 

examines the work environment, particularly the work structure and culture, 
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and situates the three studies within this framework. Section 6 describes the 

administrative register and survey data used across the studies. Section 7 

outlines the methods, and Section 8 addresses ethical considerations. Section 

9 summarizes the three studies, and Section 10 concludes with the 

dissertation's overarching contribution and policy implications. 
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2 The Gender Revolution 

The Industrial Revolution transformed now-industrialized countries’ 

economies from agricultural to industrial production, establishing wage 

employment outside the home as the norm, as people moved from household-

based systems to factories and workplaces (Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

This shift created a gendered spatial division: men moved into the public 

sphere of paid employment while women’s labor remained in the private 

domestic sphere (Tilly & Scott, 1987). The definition of “work” narrowed to 

signify paid labor in the formal market. The resulting “separate spheres” 

ideology established men as breadwinners and women as economically 

dependent homemakers (Lewis, 2001; Nyman & Reinikainen, 2007). 

Enlightenment thoughts, which linked rationality to masculinity and emotion 

to femininity, legitimized this “separate spheres” arrangement by positioning 

men as suited for public life and women for private caregiving (Tuana, 1992). 

Underlying this arrangement was a broader gender-essentialist logic, which 

locates differences between men and women not in social arrangements but in 

innate biological traits (Butler, 1990/2007; Eagly & Wood, 2011; Tuana, 

1992). However, this ideology obscured rather than eliminated women’s 

economic contributions. Women continued working through irregular paid 

employment, agricultural labor, and domestic work, yet this labor was 

devalued and rendered invisible (Edvinsson & Edvinsson, 2017; Goldin, 

2021; Lewis, 2001; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017; Tilly & Scott, 1987). 

Though unattainable for many families, the male breadwinner model became 

the aspirational norm—a symbol of masculine success and economic security 

(Goldin, 2021; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

Sweden industrialized between 1870 and 1920, drawing men into factory 

employment that offered more stable incomes than agriculture (Stanfors & 

Goldscheider, 2017). Marriage, rather than motherhood, became the primary 

constraint on women’s paid employment during this period, with unmarried 

women maintaining far higher labor force participation than their married 

counterparts (Edvinsson & Edvinsson, 2017; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

There is, however, no academic consensus on whether Sweden experienced a 

housewife era, with scholars affirming its existence (e.g., Edvinsson & 

Edvinsson, 2017; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017) and others disputing it (e.g., 

Åmark, 2006). 
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2.1 The First Phase of the Gender Revolution 

During the second half of the 20th century, women challenged men’s 

dominance in the public sphere through increased labor market participation 

(England, 2010; Friedman, 2015; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). Several 

factors drove this gender revolution. First, rising wages provided economic 

incentives for women to seek paid employment (England, 2010; Goldin, 2021; 

Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017).  

In Sweden, the rapid narrowing of the gender wage gap particularly 

incentivized women’s labour force entry (Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

The activation of women in the labour market was actively engineered through 

the National Labour Market Board (AMS), which sought to draw women into 

the labour force through training courses and public persuasion campaigns 

aimed at shifting attitudes away from the sole-breadwinner family (Lundqvist, 

2017). As women entered the labour market, their participation concentrated 

in a narrow set of occupations—health, social care, retail, and service work—

producing an occupational gender segregation that later efforts to counteract 

it have not been able to fully undo, and that persists in the Swedish labour 

market (Halldén, 2014; Lundqvist, 2017). This pattern, in which high female 

labour force participation coexists with a gender-segregated labour market, 

has been described as the “welfare state paradox” (Mandel & Semyonov, 

2006). 

Second, demographic transitions altered women’s life trajectories in ways 

that made employment more feasible (Goldscheider et al., 2015). Declining 

fertility reduced the intensity of childbearing years, making work more 

compatible with family life, while rising life expectancy encouraged 

investment in education and careers as well as postponement of marriage and 

childbearing (Goldin, 1990, 2006; Goldscheider et al., 2015; Stanfors & 

Goldscheider, 2017). With fewer children and longer lifespans, child-rearing 

no longer consumed women’s entire adult lives (Goldscheider et al., 2015; 

Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

Third, the norms discouraging married women’s employment gradually 

declined as economies shifted towards service and white-collar work, 

education expanded, working conditions improved, and family sizes 

decreased (Goldin, 2006, 2021; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

2.2 The Second Phase of the Gender Revolution 

While women entered the public sphere of paid work, men’s movement into 

private sphere tasks has lagged considerably, creating what scholars term an 

“incomplete” gender revolution (England, 2010; Friedman, 2015). This 

asymmetry partly reflects how industrial organization removed men from 

domestic settings and diminished their family connection (Stanfors & 
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Goldscheider, 2017), whereas women had developed competencies for both 

domains through intermittent employment patterns and educational gains 

(Goldin, 2021; Goldscheider et al., 2015; Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017). 

Moreover, incentives remain imbalanced: capitalist societies continue to value 

public sphere productivity over private sphere caregiving, maintaining 

domestic work as a devalued, feminized domain that offers men little incentive 

to increase their participation (Hochschild & Machung, 2012). 

The second phase of the gender revolution thus centers on men’s uptake of 

caregiving responsibilities within the family. This shift is most consequential 

at the transition to parenthood, identified as the primary site of remaining 

gender inequality: the arrival of children triggers a divergence in mothers’ and 

fathers’ employment, earnings, and caregiving trajectories (Evertsson, 2016; 

Evertsson et al., 2025; Kleven, Landais, & Søgaard, 2019; Sanchez & 

Thomson, 1997). This dissertation examines fathers’ parental leave length as 

a concrete site where this second revolution shift plays out. Parental leave 

constitutes a policy instrument through which fathers’ involvement in early 

childcare can be encouraged, with leavetaking linked to fathers' continued 

engagement in caregiving later in the child's life (Almqvist et al., 2011; 

Duvander & Johansson, 2019; O’Brien & Wall, 2017). Sweden introduced 

parental leave in 1974, becoming the first country to make leave available to 

fathers (Cedstrand, 2011). The following section traces the history of Swedish 

parental leave policy and outlines the current state of fathers’ leavetaking. 
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3 The Swedish Context 

Sweden has built an international reputation for gender equality, with the male 

carer as an important aspect (Tan, 2023). Yet this reputation conceals 

persistent inequalities: fathers use only around 30% of available parental leave 

days in 2023 (Dobrotic et al., 2024; Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 

2025a).  

This dissertation focuses specifically on parental leave (föräldrapenning), 

which allows parents, regardless of gender, to take paid leave to care for a 

child during its early years. This section addresses Swedish parental leave 

policy, first outlining its historical background and current design, and then 

turning to the gender norms that continue to shape fathers' leavetaking despite 

decades of policy incentives toward a more equal division. 

3.1 Parental Leave 

3.1.1 A Short History of Swedish Parental Leave Policy 

The origins of Sweden’s parental leave system lie not in an explicit pursuit of 

gender equality, but in the economic and demographic crises of the 1930s 

(Lundqvist, 2017). The Great Depression brought widespread unemployment 

and poverty, alongside declining birth rates (Lundqvist, 2017; Lundqvist & 

Roman, 2008). In response, Swedish policymakers embarked on what became 

known as the "Swedish model": a broader political project of social and 

economic reform aimed at improving living conditions for the Swedish 

population as a whole (Lundqvist, 2017; Lundqvist & Roman, 2008). It was 

within this context that the activation of women's labor force participation—

the first phase of the gender revolution discussed above—evolved, with family 

policy playing a central role, including publicly funded childcare and, in 1938, 

a maternity benefit (Stanfors, 2007). This benefit, later extended to fathers as 

parental leave, was initially a tool for bringing women into employment out 

of economic necessity—addressing labour shortages and demographic 

decline—rather than a normative commitment to gender equality (Lundqvist, 

2017). 

By the 1960s, the male-breadwinner model faced growing ideological 

critique in the “sex-role debate,” which called for both women and men to 
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broaden their roles beyond a traditional division (Chronholm, 2009; Klinth, 

2002; Lundqvist & Roman, 2008). Two reforms symbolize this shift: 

individual taxation in 1971, removing a disincentive for married women to 

work created by joint taxation, and parental leave for fathers in 1974 

(Lundqvist, 2017). In this reform, the existing maternity leave (originally only 

for mothers) was renamed parental leave to include both mothers and fathers, 

with a total of six months that could be freely distributed between the parents 

(Cedstrand, 2011; Duvander et al., 2019). Sweden was the first country to 

include fathers in paid parental leave (Cedstrand, 2011). 

Klinth (2002) argues that the 1974 reform is nonetheless better understood 

as a political compromise rather than a decisive break with the male-

breadwinner model: fathers' participation in parental leave was framed as a 

voluntary commitment, something they might do if they wished and were able 

to, while mothers' participation continued to be treated as a given. Although 

parental leave was framed in gender-neutral terms, its uptake remained 

gendered, with most leave being taken by mothers (Duvander et al., 2019). 

A lengthy political and public debate, where gender equality became an 

important argument, ultimately resulted in the earmarking of specific days for 

each parent (Cedstrand, 2011; Chronholm, 2009). In 1995, one month of 

parental leave was reserved for fathers and another one for mothers. These 

months were non-transferable, meaning that they would be forfeited if not 

used by the designated parent. In 2002, another month was reserved for each 

parent, and the total leave period was extended to 16 months. The non-

transferable portion was further increased to three months in 2016. The 

introduction of the first reserved month in 1995 changed usage patterns, with 

a majority of fathers beginning to use parental benefit (Duvander & 

Johansson, 2012). However, subsequent extensions have shown diminishing 

effects, with each additional reserved period producing slighter increases in 

fathers’ uptake (Duvander & Johansson, 2012). The introduction and 

expansion of reserved days was driven by the goal of achieving not only 

gender-equal use of parental leave but also promoting gender equality in the 

division of household responsibilities and in the labour market (Duvander & 

Johansson, 2015). 

3.1.2 Current Parental Leave Policy 

Swedish parental leave is governed by two complementary legal frameworks: 

the Social Insurance Code (socialförsäkringsbalken), which regulates parental 

leave benefits, and the Parental Leave Act (föräldraledighetslagen, 

1995:584), which establishes the right to take leave from work to care for 

one’s child. The Swedish Social Insurance Agency (Försäkringskassan) 

administers parental benefits. This dual structure enables parents to take both 

paid and unpaid parental leave and to alternate between them, meaning that 
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total parental leave time often exceeds the number of compensated days 

(Duvander & Viklund, 2020; Fahlén, 2023). 

3.1.2.1 Paid Parental Leave 

While the focus of this dissertation is on working fathers, eligibility for 

parental leave is based on being registered in Sweden—thus being insured 

with the Swedish Social Insurance Agency—rather than on employment 

alone. Parents are entitled to 480 days of paid parental leave per child. Of 

these, 390 days are compensated at the income-based sickness benefit level 

(77.6% of income up to an annually indexed ceiling). Parents without 

sufficient prior income instead receive the basic level (grundnivå), set at 250 

SEK per day in 2026. The remaining 90 days are paid at a flat rate (lägstanivå) 

of 180 SEK per day in 2026 (Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2026b). 

However, many employed parents receive significantly higher 

compensation through collective agreements (föräldralön). These 

agreements, which vary by sector and occupation, commonly top up benefits 

to 90% of income. While collective agreements now cover most of the labor 

market (Duvander et al., 2022), parents may lack complete information about 

their actual compensation level, particularly regarding employer top-ups or 

collective agreement coverage (Sung, 2025). 

To promote gender equality in parenting, Sweden introduced non-

transferable parental leave quotas. Today, each parent has 90 non-transferable 

paid parental leave days (Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2026b). Despite 

these quotas establishing formal entitlement, the unreserved months might 

still be understood as the mother’s entitlement (Brandth & Kvande, 2019b), 

and fathers currently use approximately 31% of all paid parental leave days 

(Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2025a). For children born in 2022, 

mothers had on average taken 264 days of leave by the child’s third birthday, 

compared to 89 days for fathers (Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2026a). 

Around 20% of Swedish couples share leave equally within the 40-60 range 

(Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2025a). 

The inequality extends to the timing of leave: mothers typically take the 

first months, with fathers’ leave usually following after (Eriksson, 2019). 

From its inception, paid parental leave could not be claimed by both parents 

simultaneously, emphasizing that claiming paid leave assumes primary 

caregiving responsibility of the claimant parent (Eriksson, 2019). Only 

recently are parents allowed to take parental leave simultaneously during the 

child's first 15 months through "double days" (dubbeldagar) Despite the 

availability of up to 60 double days, uptake remains limited: approximately 

one-third of first-time parents use at least one double day, and among those 

who do, the average is just 14 days per child—a fraction of the maximum 

available (Swedish Social Insurance Agency, 2025b).  
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3.1.2.2 Unpaid Parental Leave 

The Parental Leave Act (1995:584) guarantees parents the right to take leave 

from work to care for their child, with employment protection against 

dismissal. All parents are entitled to 18 months of leave from work after 

childbirth, regardless of whether benefits are claimed during this period. After 

the child turns 18 months, parents retain the right to parental leave from work 

if they are receiving parental benefits, which can be claimed up until the child 

is 12 years old. 

The gender inequality in parental leave uptake is more pronounced when 

considering unpaid parental leave. Among children born between 2014 and 

2017, fathers took only 20% of combined paid and unpaid parental leave days 

before the child turned 2 (Fahlén, 2023). Furthermore, unpaid leave use varies 

significantly by socioeconomic position. Highly educated parents, Swedish-

born parents, and higher-income parents take substantially more unpaid leave 

than their counterparts. For parents in precarious work situations or those not 

well-established in the labor market, unpaid leave is largely inaccessible, as 

they cannot afford income loss and may face difficulties returning to their 

positions after extended absences (Fahlén, 2023). 

3.2 Contemporary Fatherhood in Sweden 

Sweden is widely characterized as a father-friendly society, giving fathers an 

opportunity to combine paid work with care within a dual-earner model 

(Hobson, 2004), underpinned by legislation designed explicitly to enable 

paternal caregiving (Smith & Williams, 2007). This reflects a broader 

discursive shift in which shared parental leave increasingly displaces the 

traditional norm of maternal childcare (Almqvist et al., 2011), and fathers 

holding more egalitarian beliefs are correspondingly more likely to take longer 

leave (Duvander, 2014). This attitudinal shift is mirrored at the level of state 

identity: gender equality and an expanded fatherhood role have become 

embedded in Swedish state identity, with norms of a present father solidified 

across generations (Tan, 2023). Swedish fathers themselves reflect this, 

tending to describe their caregiving capacities as equivalent to mothers' and to 

identify with an emotionally engaged, bonding-oriented model of fatherhood 

(Tan, 2023). Together, these features position Sweden as a context in which 

shared parenting is institutionally and culturally supported. 

Despite the state's role in shaping norms (Bergqvist & Saxonberg, 2017), 

gendered patterns persist beneath Sweden's egalitarian surface. The uneven 

gender revolution is visible in how communal and agentic traits are ascribed: 

Swedish women are increasingly seen as agentic, yet despite fathers' 

comparatively high parental leave uptake, men are not perceived as more 

communal—suggesting agentic traits have shifted onto women more readily 
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than communal traits have shifted onto men (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2019).1 

This asymmetry extends into practice: equal leave-sharing remains less 

common than unequal division (Alsarve et al., 2019), and even couples who 

explicitly value equality can reproduce gendered divisions through the way 

they justify dividing domestic work (Nyman et al., 2018). Economic 

orientation predicts fathers' later leavetaking while family orientation predicts 

mothers' (Duvander, 2014). However, Sweden is not a homogenous context, 

and fatherhood plays out differently across class, with working-class fathers 

anchoring their engagement in the familiar rather than in self-development, 

and taking less leave than middle-class fathers (Plantin, 2007). Together, 

previous research suggest that Swedish fatherhood remains shaped less by a 

completed shift toward equality than by an ongoing negotiation between 

egalitarian ideals and persistent gendered expectations. 

 
1 Agentic traits include self-assertion and competence, while communal traits include warmth 

and care for others (Abele, 2003). 
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4 Explaining Gendered Leave Patterns: A 

Multilevel Framework 

Understanding fathers' parental leave uptake requires attention to multiple, 

interrelated levels of social life. This section introduces a multilevel 

framework—drawing on Højgaard’s (1997) symbolic order of gender, 

Hobson's (2013) capabilities approach, and Risman's (2004) theory of gender 

as a social structure—to situate the work environment, the focus of this 

dissertation, within this broader context. The aim here is not to review each 

level exhaustively, but to show that the work environment is one among 

several levels shaping fathers' leavetaking. The work environment itself, and 

how the three studies of this dissertation are situated within it, is addressed in 

the following section. 

Building on West and Zimmerman’s (1987) concept of “doing gender” and 

Gherardi’s (1994) work, Højgaard (1997) argues that fatherhood is 

historically constructed in opposition to motherhood: women are tied to 

femininity and caregiving, while men are tied to masculinity and 

breadwinning. However, there exists space for fathers to move into caregiving 

roles historically coded as feminine, such as taking parental leave, without 

wholly abandoning a masculine identity long centered on paid work—a 

negotiation that is situated across three interrelated levels: the institutional 

level, where welfare policies such as parental leave schemes formally support 

or constrain fathers' caregiving; the interactional level, where the workplace 

shapes how fathers experience and interpret taking leave; and the individual 

level, where fathers weigh their decisions within the options available to them 

at these other levels. Together, these levels show how fatherhood is negotiated 

not only in relation to family life, but also in relation to working life. 

This multilevel structure resonates with more recent work. Risman (2004) 

similarly conceptualizes gender as a social structure operating simultaneously 

across three dimensions: the individual, where gendered identities are 

internalized; the interactional, where normative expectations of appropriate 

behavior are formed; and the macro or institutional level, where rules, policies, 

and organizational practices constrain behavior. Within this framework, 

fathers’ low uptake of parental leave can be understood as the result of 

gendered processes across these dimensions that differentiate fathers’ and 

mothers’ roles and reproduce unequal patterns of leave. Hobson's (2013) 

capabilities approach identifies a comparable set of levels shaping parents' 
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capability to care: individual factors such as resources, skills, class, age, and 

family support; institutional factors, including welfare regimes and work 

culture; and broader societal factors, such as cultural norms, social 

movements, and media. Within this approach, low uptake of parental leave is 

understood as a constraint on their capability to act on that desire. 

The theories introduced above converge in emphasizing that gender 

operates across multiple sites. The following subsections apply Højgaard’s 

(1997) terminology of institutional, interactional, and individual levels to 

structure the explanation of gendered parental leave patterns. This framework 

is particularly useful here because it identifies the work environment as an 

interactional arena where fatherhood is formed in everyday practice, which 

aligns closely with the focus of this dissertation. 

4.1 Institutional Level 

At the institutional level, gender manifests through policies and legal 

frameworks that shape the conditions under which fathers can engage in care 

work (Hobson, 2013; Højgaard, 1997; Risman, 2004). As a social policy 

touching on family, employment, and child wellbeing (Kamerman & Moss, 

2009), parental leave plays a crucial role in structuring couples' transitions to 

parenthood (Evertsson & Grunow, 2019), making its design central to whether 

fathers can take time off to care for their children. 

Most welfare states are moving away from the male breadwinner model 

(Daly, 2011; Lewis, 2002). This shift takes place against a backdrop of family 

policy set at supranational, national, and subnational levels (Nieuwenhuis & 

Van Lancker, 2020). The European Union (EU), for example, has established 

minimum requirements regarding parental leave. In the EU Directive 

2019/1158, four months of parental leave are guaranteed, with at least two 

months non-transferable between parents and providing compensation. Still, 

the policy design of parental leave can support or hinder a more equal 

distribution of care work. Castro-García and Pazos-Moran (2016) identified 

different policy structures across European countries: some systems 

encouraged shared parental responsibility (e.g., Sweden), others positioned 

fathers as secondary caregivers who assist mothers (e.g., Belgium), while 

others maintained traditional gender roles where mothers were primary 

caregivers (e.g., Hungary). 

Specific design features have been shown to affect fathers’ leave uptake. 

Even though Sweden has made fathers eligible for leave since 1974, eligibility 

affects the inclusiveness of parental leave benefits (Dobrotić & Blum, 2020; 

Duvander et al., 2019). Well-paid, non-transferable quotas establish fathers' 

independent entitlement to care and are associated with higher uptake 

(Duvander et al., 2019). Income replacement matters similarly: raising the 

earnings ceiling closer to fathers' actual income is associated with fathers 
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being better able to use their entitlement to care as a legitimate basis for 

balancing work and family (Ferrarini & Duvander, 2010)—though even 

within the Nordic countries, Sweden scores comparatively poorly on the 

equality of effective income replacement rates (Kurowska & Javornik, 2019). 

Flexibility in how and when leave can be used is important but can have 

different consequences for gender equality (Brandth & Kvande, 2019a; 

Duvander et al., 2019). The alignment between leave policy and the 

availability of early childhood education and care (ECEC) further shapes 

fathers' uptake (Arnalds & Duvander, 2023; Kurowska & Javornik, 2019). 

Yet policy design alone is insufficient to transform gendered care patterns 

(Haas & Hwang, 2019a; Højgaard, 1997): policy can itself generate gendered 

and class-based inequality in parents' opportunities to share caregiving while 

remaining in employment (Javornik & Kurowska, 2017). Institutional reforms 

that encourage fathers' involvement in childcare can have persistent effects on 

gender roles over time (Bergqvist & Saxonberg, 2017; Duvander & 

Johansson, 2019), but such change must be accompanied by shifts at the 

interactional and individual levels to meaningfully challenge persistent gender 

norms. This underscores Hobson's (2013) capabilities approach: formal 

entitlement at the institutional level is not sufficient on its own, since fathers' 

actual capability to convert that entitlement into caregiving also depends on 

these other levels. 

4.2 Interactional Level 

The interactional level could be perceived as operating across two key sites: 

the couple (and family) and the workplace. Much previous work has focused 

on the couple perspective as the main interactional site (Becker, 1993; Bittman 

et al., 2003; Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Dunatchik, 2022; Evertsson & Boye, 2018; 

Lundberg & Pollak, 1996), while much less has focused on the interactions 

within the workplace. In this dissertation, fatherhood is constructed within the 

work environment at the interactional level, where employers and employees 

negotiate what fatherhood means in the context of work (Højgaard, 1997). For 

employed fathers, this negotiation shapes whether formal parental leave 

entitlements translate into an actual capability to take leave, positioning the 

workplace as a capability-constraining institution (Hobson, 2013). 

Gender operates as a social structure across multiple levels of social life, 

including the work environment (Risman, 2004). Organizations are 

themselves structured around gendered assumptions, what Acker (1990) 

called “gendered organizations,” built around an implicit image of an 

unencumbered breadwinner who can be devoted to their work and does not 

have care responsibilities: the ideal worker, implicitly male. Given the 

prevailing norms of women as caregivers, once they become mothers, it is 

much harder for them to adhere to this norm (Blair-Loy, 2005). When mothers 
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take up parental leave and cannot adhere to the ideal worker norm, this is 

associated with negative consequences (Kleven, Landais, Posch, et al., 2019; 

Kleven, Landais, & Søgaard, 2019; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2017). Yet, mothers 

taking leave remains the expected norm (Kaufman, 2018; Kaufman & 

Almqvist, 2017), so mothers face opposite binds: leave is expected of them, 

but taking it also comes at a cost to them as workers. 

Fathers, by contrast, can more readily adhere to the ideal worker norm—

but they face competing tension of their own. Alongside the historical 

association of masculinity with the breadwinner role and the work 

environment (see Section 2), norms of involved fatherhood have increasingly 

come to expect fathers to be present and engaged in their children’s lives 

(Andreasson et al., 2023; Atkinson, 2023). This leaves fathers caught between 

two norms: the ideal worker norm, still tied to an unencumbered presence at 

work, and the involved father norm, which calls for active participation at 

home. In Sweden, fathers taking long leave behave counterstereotypically, 

deviating from to the ideal worker norm (Duvander, 2014; Haas & Hwang, 

2024), and this departure from the norm is linked to stigma: fathers who take 

leave are seen as less committed and might face a “flexibility stigma” 

(Rudman & Mescher, 2013; Thébaud & Pedulla, 2022; Williams et al., 2013), 

with associated career consequences such as threats to promotion (Hennekam 

et al., 2023; Samtleben et al., 2019). Workplace support is therefore 

consequential for whether fathers can convert their formal entitlement into an 

actual capability to take leave (Allard et al., 2011; Brandth & Kvande, 2019b; 

Haas & Hwang, 2009). While workplaces have become more adapted to 

fathers on leave (Haas & Hwang, 2009), Studies I and II show that fathers 

continue to face hurdles that mothers do not. 

Similar to the workplace, the family constitutes an interactional site in 

which parental leave is negotiated (Reimer, 2020). Parental leave is often 

perceived as something mothers are entitled to, a pattern associated with 

“maternal gatekeeping” (Bloksgaard, 2014; Cannito, 2020; Samtleben et al., 

2019), with mothers’ preference for an earlier return to employment emerging 

as an important factor behind fathers’ longer leaves (Cannito, 2020; Reimer, 

2020; Samtleben et al., 2019). Couples’ division of leave has also been 

explained through economic perspectives, whereby partners are assumed to 

specialize according to comparative advantage (Becker, 1993) or to divide 

(care)work according to relative resources and bargaining power (Blood & 

Wolfe, 1960; Lundberg & Pollak, 1996); however, empirical evidence on the 

relative importance of relative earnings suggests that economic resources play 

only a minor moderating role, with gender norms persisting (Bittman et al., 

2003; Dunatchik, 2022; Evertsson & Boye, 2018). 

One expression of the persistence of gender norms is at the level of couples’ 

own gender role attitudes. Sharing of parental leave has been shown to require 

both partners to hold egalitarian gender-role attitudes (Duvander, 2014). 

However, such attitudes do not translate straightforwardly into equal 
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practice—egalitarian couples divide housework more equally than traditional 

couples, but rarely achieve full equality (Nitsche et al., 2025), and couples 

reconcile this gap by rationalizing unequal arrangements in gender-neutral 

terms (Daminger, 2020; Nyman et al., 2018; van Hooff, 2011). 

4.3 Individual Level 

At the individual level, fathers navigate the options and constraints established 

at the institutional and interactional levels (Højgaard, 1997), converting these 

into actual leavetaking in ways shaped by their own resources, skills, and 

circumstances. Hobson's (2013) concept of “situated agency” captures this: 

individuals' capacity to convert resources—such as gender, class, and age—

into genuine capabilities for action. These resources are interwoven with 

gender and other social categories such as age, class, and ethnicity. 

The studies in this dissertation account for several individual characteristics 

associated with fathers' parental leave uptake. Higher education is associated 

with more egalitarian gender norms (Kaufman et al., 2017; Thijs et al., 2019), 

which are in turn associated with more parental leave days for fathers and less 

for mothers (Duvander, 2014; Eriksson et al., 2022); higher education is also 

associated with fathers’ greater freedom to choose a longer leave (Duvander 

& Viklund, 2020). Migration background is associated with fathers’ 

leavetaking: fathers not born in Sweden take less parental leave than fathers 

born in Sweden, reflecting more precarious labor market positions that 

constrain the ability to take leave (Mussino et al., 2018).  
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5 The Work Environment 

In the previous section, the work environment was mentioned on the 

interactional level as an explanation for gendered leave patterns. It established 

how the work environment is structured by gender norms, such that “the 

worker” is not a gender-neutral figure but is implicitly assumed to be someone 

without caregiving responsibilities, most often a man (Acker, 1990; Risman, 

2004). This section explores the work environment in more depth, focusing 

on its culture, structure, and managers. It explicitly situates the three studies 

of the dissertation in the work environment.  

As fathers gained non-transferable parental leave rights at the institutional 

level and express desires to take leave (Almqvist, 2008; Andreasson et al., 

2023; Tan, 2023), a gap has emerged between formal entitlements and 

workplace realities, as cultural norms and structural practices continue to 

constrain fathers’ leave uptake (Haas & Hwang, 2019a). Haas and Hwang 

(2024) found that both cultural and structural aspects of the work environment 

are associated with fathers’ parental leave uptake. 

5.1 Work Culture 

By work culture, this dissertation refers to the informal norms and 

expectations underlying how parental leave is perceived and enacted within a 

workplace and organization. This includes whether leave is treated as a 

collective, company concern or as an individual, private matter; the extent to 

which leavetaking is seen as a normal practice rather than an exception; 

expectations of minimal disruption to ongoing work; and an underlying 

premise that the job comes first (Haas & Hwang, 2019a). Hobson (2013) 

illustrates how this culture is not fixed but shaped by its institutional 

surroundings: fathers in Sweden reported pressure from a competitive work 

environment and a lack of time for family, yet nonetheless had greater 

capabilities to organize family life than fathers in Hungary. Central to this 

work culture is an expectation of constant availability to the organization. 

Study I operationalizes this by using overtime work as an indicator of the 

extent to which employees enact the norm of constant availability. 

At the organizational level, the expectation is reflected in what Coser 

(1967) termed “greedy organizations”. Such organizations reward long hours 
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and normalize overtime work (Fried, 1998). At the workplace level, this 

expectation is embedded in the ideal worker norm, which, as discussed above, 

leans on a male norm of constant availability (Acker, 1990). At the individual 

level, Blair-Loy's (2005) concept of “work devotion” captures the 

internalization of this norm as a cultural schema calling for undivided 

commitment to work, standing in tension with a competing “family devotion 

schema” oriented around caregiving. Men have been found to internalize the 

work devotion schema more strongly than women, whose devotion is more 

often redirected toward family once they become mothers. 

In Study I, these three concepts—greedy organizations, ideal worker norm, 

and work devotion—are combined into a theoretical framework spanning the 

individual, workplace, and organizational levels (see Figure 1). The study 

underscores how the expectation of constant availability, as manifested 

through overtime work, is associated with fathers’ leave uptake but not that of 

mothers as their leave is more culturally expected. 

 

Figure 1 Theoretical framework of Study I. (Debruyne, 2025). 

5.2 Work Structure 

The organization of working life is itself associated with fathers' constrained 

involvement in care work, particularly through its formal structure (Gorman 

& Mosseri, 2019). Organizational structures and practices are not gender-

neutral but gendered, adapted to male experiences unencumbered by 

caregiving responsibilities (Acker, 1990). Although some work environments 

may formally support parental leave, they often fail to undertake substantial 

changes in practices that would genuinely enable leave-taking (Tremblay & 

Genin, 2011): organizational institutional logics guide what practices are 

considered feasible, such that even when fathers wish to use their leave 

entitlements, the work practices may be incompatible with actually doing so 

(Vaagan Moen et al., 2019; Valentova et al., 2025). This is reflected in the 

lack of systematic replacement procedures and insufficient personnel 

resources to cover absences (Haas & Hwang, 2024). 

This management of absences is not gender-neutral in its effect. Employers 

tend to formally cover mothers' leave with external substitutes, while treating 

fathers' leave more like holiday time—arranged informally, because fathers’ 

shorter leaves are less anticipated and less built into work routines than 

mothers’ (Haas & Hwang, 2019a; Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017). This makes 
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interal substitute availability a more binding constraint on fathers' decisions 

than on mothers’. This was reflected in the results of Study II, where internal 

substites were associated with fathers’ leave length but not with mothers’. 

Fathers may be responsible themselves for arranging their workload coverage 

(Brandth & Kvande, 2019b; Haas & Hwang, 2019a), and might be reluctant 

to burden colleagues (Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017). Career risk adds a further 

constraint: fathers with specialized knowledge or client relationships risk 

losing ground to whoever covers for them, prompting some to shorten, split, 

or delay leave rather than be replaced (Halrynjo & Mangset, 2022; Vaagan 

Moen et al., 2019). 

5.3 Managers 

Managers sit at the intersection of the cultural and structural dimensions of the 

work environment. Culturally, managers influence norms around parental 

leave through their own uptake patterns. When managers take minimal leave 

themselves, they signal that leavetaking is not normative behavior for 

committed workers (Haas & Hwang, 2019a, 2024), thereby setting examples 

that discourage employees from using their full entitlements. Structurally, 

managers may institute training or guidelines on how to support fathers’ leave 

(Haas & Hwang, 2019a, 2024), and they hold discretionary control over 

various organisational practices, such as discribed in Subsection 5.2. This dual 

position—shaping norms while also having control over organisational 

practices—makes managers a distinct and central object of study in fathers’ 

parental leave uptake. 

Fathers calibrate their leave to what they anticipate their manager will find 

acceptable (Haas & Hwang, 2019a, 2024), and some report managers actively 

discouraging leave or signaling career consequences for taking it (Samtleben 

et al., 2019). A father with a formal right to leave may still shorten it if his 

manager makes clear that doing so carries a cost. Study III underscores this 

empirically, as managers’ educational attainment was associated with a more 

supportive environment for leavetaking. 
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6 Data 

All three studies draw on Swedish administrative register data; Study I 

additionally uses the wage and salary structures in the private sector (SLP) 

survey data, which is linked to the administrative data. The remainder of this 

section describes these data sources and discusses their respective advantages 

and limitations. 

6.1 Register-Based Administrative Data 

The empirical analyses in this dissertation draw on employer-employee 

matched administrative register-based data. A central feature is the possibility 

of linking each employee to their employer. This allows not only the study of 

individual employment and parental leave trajectories, but also the 

employment context in which individuals are embedded, including colleagues 

and work environment characteristics. Such employer-employee linkages are 

typically not available in survey data, which rely on self-reported information 

and cannot capture the broader work environment setting. 

The administrative register-based data is compiled and managed by 

Statistics Sweden and integrates data from multiple administrative sources, 

including the Swedish Tax Agency and the Swedish Social Insurance Agency. 

The integration of these registers provides longitudinal information on both 

employment and social insurance spells, ensuring a comprehensive picture of 

individuals’ labour market and parental leave histories. 

A key advantage of the register-based data is the ability to observe labour 

market and workplace conditions before events such as parental leave occur. 

In the studies included in this dissertation, it is essential to know the structure 

and culture of the workplace in the year preceding the birth of a child, since 

this reflects the environment the parent enters parental leave from. Survey data 

cannot provide this prospectively and asking retrospectively introduces recall 

bias—especially damaging if recall is dependent on actual leavetaking—and 

obtaining a sufficiently large sample of future parental leave-takers would 

require surveying many more respondents. Administrative register data 

overcome this problem, allowing tracking of individuals and their workplace 

contexts over time. This longitudinal panel structure is invaluable for 
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understanding how pre-existing workplace characteristics associate with later 

behavior. 

Beside its longitudinal panel structure, another advantage of the register-

based data is its full population coverage. Because the registers cover the 

entire Swedish population, any subgroup selected for analysis—such as 

working parents—is not subject to non-response bias, and has sufficient 

statistical power. 

While the data is high quality and precise, some aspects are less precise. 

First, the data are yearly rather than monthly or daily. Hence, it is not possible 

to identify precisely who was available to replace an employee in Study II. 

Second, the classification of occupations provides standardized information 

on potential internal substitutes, though this may not perfectly reflect 

workplace perceptions of replaceability—not necessarily more correct or 

wrong, as a person might also over- or underestimate who could replace them. 

This constitutes a limitation, though other types of data might not have 

overcome it either, given the advantages of administrative data described 

above. 

Furthermore, administrative data are built around administrative concepts. 

For example, Study III uses educational attainment as a proxy for a 

supportive work environment through gender egalitarian attitudes. Similarly, 

the data do not provide information on specific workplace or organizational 

policies. At the same time, this constraint is also an opportunity for researchers 

to be creative in capturing social phenomena through available administrative 

measures. 

6.2 Survey Data 

In Study I, the administrative register-based data is combined with large-scale 

survey data from the SLP, which captures wage and salary structures in the 

private sector (Statistics Sweden, 2025). While the administrative data offers 

broad coverage and rich longitudinal information, it does not include detailed 

measures of overtime work. The SLP complements this by providing 

information on reported overtime hours, which is essential for studying the 

relationship between overtime (at the individual, workplace, and 

organizational levels) and parental leave. The 2013 SLP is used for this 

purpose, covering approximately one million private sector employees. It is a 

large stratified sample collected by Statistics Sweden. To reduce the reporting 

burden on companies, Statistics Sweden collaborates with employer 

organizations, which collect the data from member companies and report it 

centrally. The survey not only records individuals’ overtime but also links 

them to their workplaces and organizations, making it possible to distinguish 

overtime across levels. To minimize seasonal variation, data collection is 

restricted to September each year. The sample design accounts for industry 
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and organization size, and the sampling weights adjust for both the number of 

responding organizations and the actual number of organizations represented 

(Statistics Sweden, 2014). 

Although the use of these data provides particular advantages, they also 

come with a caveat. Because the SLP relies on official reports, overtime is 

captured as officially reported hours rather than the full extent of actual work 

performed. At the same time, this reliance on official reporting is also a 

strength: because the SLP is part of the official wage statistics, reporting is 

mandatory under the Official Statistics Act (2001:99); hence, it does not 

encounter the same declining response rates typical of voluntary surveys. 
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7 Methods 

The three studies in this dissertation share a common design. All are cross-

sectional observational studies based on register data with an underlying panel 

structure, which allows workplace and organizational characteristics to be 

observed in the year preceding the birth of the child. All three studies also 

follow a stepwise modelling strategy, introducing explanatory and control 

variables in successive steps to assess the stability of the associations found. 

While the studies have a shared design and are all estimated by Ordinary 

Least Squares (OLS) regression, each study employs a different primary 

statistical technique, since each addresses a distinct research question (see 

Table 1 for a summary). Study I investigates the association between 

individual, workplace, and organizational overtime work and fathers' parental 

leave days. The research question concerns how overtime at each of these 

levels associates with fathers' leave-taking, estimated using stepwise multiple 

regression, with coefficients interpreted directly in days. 

Table 1 Summary of methods used in the dissertation 

 Study I Study II Study III 

Outcome 

variable 

Fathers’ (and 

mothers’) parental 

leave days 

Fathers’ (and 

mothers’) parental 

leave days 

Fathers’ parental 

leave days 

Main  

explanatory 

variable 

Overtime work Internal substitutes Managers’ 

educational 

attainment 

Main  

methods 

Stepwise multiple  

regression 

Stepwise multiple  

regression 

Occupational fixed 

effect model 

Stepwise  

multilevel model 

 

Study II investigates the association between fathers' parental leave days 

and the number of internal substitutes, using the same stepwise OLS approach 

as Study I. Because internal substitutes are defined through occupational 

classifications, occupational fixed effects models are additionally used to 

compare fathers within the same occupation, netting out unobserved 
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occupational characteristics—such as norms, degree of specialization, or 

institutionalized practices—that are not captured by observed control 

variables. It isolates within-occupation variation that pooled samples alone 

cannot separate. 

Study III investigates the association between fathers' parental leave days 

and managers' educational attainment, and additionally tests whether this 

association depends on the father's own educational attainment—a cross-level 

interaction between characteristics at two distinct levels of the data. Therefore, 

a multilevel model was applied with fathers (Level 1) nested within managers 

(Level 2). 

7.1 Study Population 

The target population across the three studies is working parents with a 

firstborn child. In Study I, the population consists of working parents with a 

firstborn child born in 2014; in Studies II and III, working parents with a 

firstborn child born in 2017. 

Restricting the population to working parents is central to the research 

questions, which concern the influence of the work environment—through 

work culture, work structure, and managers—on parental leave uptake. 

Observing leave-taking from a workplace is only possible when parents are in 

paid employment. It is worth noting that fathers in paid work also take up 

more days of parental leave on average than fathers who are not in paid work 

(Fahlén & Duvander, 2023), which affects the number of leave days taken 

observed in this dissertation relative to the full population of fathers. 

The population is further restricted to firstborn children. Restricting the 

sample to firstborn children isolates the transition to parenthood specifically, 

which is the focus of this dissertation. 

While the dissertation's primary focus is on fathers, mothers are included 

as a comparison group in Studies I and II. This comparison is informative 

because mothers' and fathers' parental leave behavior carries different 

normative meaning. While for mothers, taking parental leave aligns with 

stereotypical gender expectations, for fathers, it constitutes 

counterstereotypical behavior (Kaufman, 2018; Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017; 

Rudman & Mescher, 2013). In Studies I and II, workplace overtime norms 

and the availability of internal substitutes are associated with fathers' leave-

taking but not with mothers', consistent with the idea that leave-taking is 

normative for mothers regardless of workplace conditions, while for fathers it 

depends on the workplace context. Building on this pattern, Study III focuses 

on fathers only, examining how managers' educational attainment is 

associated with fathers’ parental leave days. 

The dissertation studies different-gender couples only, and gender is coded 

as a binary (women/men), following the register data’s categories. This 
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reproduces the binary, heteronormative system it describes. This is not 

incidental—Swedish society, like the register data itself, is structured around 

this binary, such that studying how it currently functions requires adopting its 

categories. 
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8 Ethical Considerations 

The use of register-based data requires careful research ethics assessment. As 

informed consent is absent when using register-based data, it is important that 

the research adheres to the highest ethical standards: that it produces 

knowledge of benefit to society, that participants' anonymity and 

confidentiality are protected, and that sensitive personal data receive 

appropriate additional protection. 

The legal frameworks governing the studies are the Swedish Ethical 

Review Act (SERA; lag 2003:460 om etnikprövning av forskning som avser 

människor) and the EU regulation 2016/679, commonly known as the General 

Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Under the SERA, research involving 

sensitive personal data requires ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical 

Review Authority (or, before 2018, the Regional Ethical Review Board). 

Sensitive personal data is constituted under Article 9(1) of the GDPR. 

In accordance with SERA, ethical approval was provided by the Regional 

Ethics Review Board. An ethical review for the research use of, among other 

things, the records described for this project “Family change in Sweden – 

generations, gender and class”, was approved by the Regional Ethics Review 

Board on 2018-08-09 (dnr. 2018/1451-31/5). 

Respect for human dignity (SERA Section 7) is addressed mainly through 

how findings are framed. Register-based data involves no direct contact with 

participants, and the analysis focuses on workplace conditions—workplace 

culture, structure, and managers' education—rather than individuals in 

isolation. Fathers, managers, and workplaces are not portrayed as individually 

responsible; leavetaking patterns are instead understood as shaped by work 

environment and normative conditions, so findings do not stigmatize any 

individual or group in the data. 

The risk–benefit analysis (SERA Section 9) weighs risks to participants 

against the research's scientific and societal merits. No participant is directly 

contacted, all data are pseudonymized before access, and publishing only 

aggregated results prevent identification of individuals, workplaces, or 

organizations—minimizing identifiable risk to any individual participant. 

Against this, the dissertation contributes evidence on how the work 

environment is associated with fathers' capability to take up parental leave, 

relevant to Sweden's gender-equality policy goals and the United Nations’ 

Sustainable Development Goal on gender equality (SDG 5), as well as to 
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academic scholarship on gendered organizations and the gender gap in 

parental leave. 

Several concrete measures protect participant data in this dissertation's 

studies. Data are pseudonymized by Statistics Sweden (SCB) before being 

made available for research, meaning no direct identifiers such as names or 

personal identity numbers are accessible to the research team. Results are 

presented only at aggregated levels, preventing the identification of individual 

participants, workplaces, or organizations. All data are stored and processed 

in accordance with SCB's data protection protocols, restricting access to 

authorized researchers only. 

Beyond these data protection measures, access to the data is further 

controlled through Statistics Sweden's Microdata Online Access (MONA) 

platform, which allows researchers to remotely analyze register-based and the 

SLP survey data without the data ever leaving SCB's servers. MONA can only 

be accessed from within EU countries and non-EU countries recognized by 

the European Commission as providing an adequate level of data protection, 

restricting access to jurisdictions with comparable legal safeguards. These 

measures—pseudonymization, aggregated reporting, and controlled remote 

access—are maintained consistently across the research process. 

Register data are methodologically necessary for this dissertation under 

SERA Section 10, which concerns whether research objectives could have 

been achieved through alternative methods entailing fewer risks or without 

sensitive personal data. In this dissertation, workplace-level analyses require 

sufficient numbers of individuals observed within the same workplace, which 

no standard survey data source in Sweden provides at the necessary scale. 

Register data also offer a panel structure, following individuals and 

workplaces over time, allowing workplace-level processes to be linked to 

fathers' leave-taking in ways survey data cannot support. No alternative data 

source could have generated the analyses in the studies. 

Taken together, these measures reflect an effort to balance the advancement 

of knowledge on fathers' parental leave with the protection of research 

participants' anonymity, confidentiality, and dignity, guided throughout by the 

requirements of the SERA and the GDPR. Formal ethical approval, however, 

is not a substitute for ongoing ethical reflection, and one should remain 

mindful of questions of integrity and privacy throughout the research process. 
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9 Summary of Articles 

The following subsections summarize the three studies comprising this 

dissertation. For each study, I outline its main findings, contribution, specific 

policy implications, and avenues for future research. 

9.1 Study I. Beyond the clock: how individual, 

workplace, and organizational overtime work shape 

parental leave uptake in Sweden 

The transition to parenthood creates gendered patterns in paid work and 

caregiving. While research has examined how work demands affect mothers, 

far fewer studies investigate how these demands constrain fathers' caregiving 

roles. Study I addresses this by examining how overtime work—at the 

individual, workplace, and organizational level—relates to parental leave 

uptake among both fathers and mothers. 

The study combines Swedish employer-employee linked administrative 

data with Official Statistics survey data, covering 5,667 fathers and 5,141 

mothers with a firstborn child born in 2014, analyzed using stepwise OLS 

regression. 

Fathers' own overtime work was not associated with their parental leave 

uptake. However, fathers working in a workplace or organization where more 

than 20% of colleagues worked overtime took 16 and 8 fewer days of leave, 

respectively. None of these three levels of overtime work—individual, 

workplace, or organizational—were associated with mothers' parental leave 

uptake. 

The findings suggest that 'greedy' work environments perpetuate gendered 

caregiving patterns through workplace and organizational overtime cultures 

that constrain fathers', but not mothers', ability to take parental leave. This 

points to workplace culture, beyond an individual's own work demands, as a 

distinct factor shaping fathers' caregiving participation. 

Study I contributes a theoretical framework that distinguishes overtime 

work at three levels—the father's own overtime work, that of his immediate 

colleagues, and that of his broader organization—rather than treating overtime 

work as a single, individual-level measure. This distinction was central to the 

study's findings, which show it is specifically the overtime culture surrounding 
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fathers, not their own overtime, that is associated with their leave-taking. In 

doing so, the study demonstrates how a 'greedy' work culture—one demanding 

constant availability—is associated with fathers' ability to take up caregiving 

responsibilities.  

These findings suggest that policy efforts to support fathers' leave-taking 

should consider workplace and organizational dynamics, not only individual 

work arrangements, to bridge the gap between policy ideals and the realities 

parents encounter in the labour market. One avenue is making the association 

between overtime culture and parental leave visible to employers, for instance 

through aggregate reporting or benchmarking at the sector or industry level, 

drawing on the existing overtime statistics. This would allow workplaces to 

see how their overtime culture compares to others, and how this may relate to 

fathers' leavetaking. A further avenue is actively enabling supportive cultures, 

for example through guidance on what constitutes a family-friendly 

workplace: offering formal leave entitlements or the option to work from 

home is not the same as fostering a culture in which fathers feel able to use 

them. Signalling that leavetaking is expected and valued must go hand in hand 

with enabling the conditions that make this possible in practice. 

Future research could examine how overtime work at different levels 

relates to parents' leavetaking under different time frames or in other national 

contexts. This study focuses on white-collar workers in the private sector; 

extending the theoretical framework and empirical analysis to blue-collar 

workers would help establish how far these findings generalize across the 

labour market. 

9.2 Study II. Caught Between Colleagues and Family: 

Fathers’ Leave and (the Lack of) Internal Substitutes 

Fathers factor in the burden their absence places on colleagues when deciding 

whether to take parental leave, according to qualitative research. Whether this 

practical concern—the availability of someone to replace them—is actually 

associated with their leave-taking remains underexplored quantitatively. 

Study II addresses this gap by investigating the association between fathers' 

parental leave uptake and the availability of potential internal substitutes: 

colleagues within the same occupation who could replace the father during his 

absence. To highlight the gendered implications of workplace coverage 

practices, the association is also examined for mothers. 

The study uses Swedish administrative register data, covering 28,356 

fathers (and 27,697 mothers) with a firstborn child born in 2017. Stepwise 

multiple regression models are used, complemented by occupational fixed 

effects models to account for unobserved heterogeneity across occupations, 

such as differing expectations, degrees of specialization, or skill requirements. 
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Among fathers, occupational fixed-effects models show that a greater 

number of potential internal substitutes was associated with increased parental 

leave uptake: fathers with 11 or more potential substitutes took approximately 

10 additional days of leave (about 1.5 weeks) compared to fathers with none. 

This association plateaus once a moderate level of substitutability was 

reached, with no significant difference between fathers with several (11–49) 

and many (50+) potential substitutes. Among mothers, the availability of 

internal substitutes was not significantly associated with parental leave length. 

The study introduces the concept of gendered absence management: the 

finding that the availability of internal substitutes—ostensibly a gender-

neutral, practical staffing consideration—is associated with fathers' but not 

mothers' parental leave uptake, indicating that seemingly neutral 

organizational decisions about replacement are themselves embedded in 

gendered patterns of workplace absence. The study extends prior research, 

which has typically measured the workplace through broader organizational 

indicators such as sector, size, or gender composition, without testing whether 

the number of available substitutes itself shapes leave-taking. Measuring 

potential substitutes using occupational codes at four-digit precision offers a 

more fine-grained indicator of this specific workplace condition than such 

organizational-level measures allow. 

That potential internal substitutes matter for fathers' leave length even 

within the same occupation points to workplace coverage practices, not 

occupational type, as the underlying constraint. Current policy reforms largely 

target the parental leave entitlement itself—such as income replacement or 

non-transferability—without addressing coverage arrangements once leave is 

taken. The replacement of an absent employee is often implied but, unlike 

parents' obligation to notify their employer of leave, is not formally regulated. 

While mothers' longer leave already tends to come with workload coverage, 

fathers' absences do not automatically receive the same infrastructure. 

Formalizing workload-coverage arrangements for parental leave more broadly 

would extend this infrastructure to fathers as well. 

Future research could extend this analysis by incorporating proxy measures 

of the possibility of external substitutes—temporary staff hired specifically to 

cover an employee's absence—alongside internal substitutes. Unlike internal 

substitutes, which are observed in the year preceding the birth of the child, 

external substitution can only be observed if and when the leave has begun, 

since temporary replacement staff are hired in response to the absence itself 

A second avenue concerns the flexibility with which fathers take leave. 

Some fathers spread their leave across many short, non-consecutive periods 

rather than one continuous block, which may reduce the need for a colleague 

to formally cover their position, regardless of how many potential substitutes 

are available. Future research could examine whether fathers who take leave 

more flexibly in this way also take fewer total days of leave, which would 
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allow for a more coherent understanding of internal substitution and fathers’ 

leave length. 

9.3 Study III. Who Helps Whom? Managers’ 

Educational Attainment and Fathers’ Parental Leave 

Length 

Higher education is consistently linked to more gender-egalitarian attitudes. 

Study III asks whether this extends to managers: do more highly educated 

managers, through the attitudes they hold, create workplaces where fathers 

feel more able to take parental leave? Fathers look to their manager for cues 

about what is acceptable, adjusting how much leave they take accordingly. 

But if managers with more egalitarian attitudes are more supportive, a further 

question follows—are they equally supportive of all fathers, or do they favor 

fathers most like themselves? To test this possibility of in-group favoritism, 

Study III examines a cross-level interaction between fathers' and managers' 

educational attainment. 

The study uses Swedish administrative register data on fathers with a 

firstborn child born in 2017, analyzed using a stepwise multilevel model that 

allows this cross-level interaction to be tested. Managers are operationalized 

in two ways—as the top manager and as the management team—resulting in 

two analytical samples: 20,568 fathers in the top-manager sample and 15,437 

fathers in the management-team sample. 

Fathers whose top manager held a tertiary education took around 2 more 

days of leave than fathers whose manager did not, and this held similarly 

regardless of the father's own education. Management teams told a more 

layered story. Fathers took 103 days of leave on average when no manager on 

their team held a tertiary education, rising to 114 days when the entire team 

was tertiary-educated—but this rise was not equal across fathers. Among 

fathers without tertiary education, a fully tertiary-educated team added only 6 

days (from 95 to 101). Among fathers with tertiary education, the same shift 

added 21 days (from 112 to 133). 

Together, these findings suggest that managers' education matters for how 

many days of leave fathers actually take—though this association is markedly 

weaker when captured through the top manager than through the broader 

management team, and is not equally shared among fathers. 

Study III's findings contribute to understanding managerial influence on 

fathers' leave-taking as conditional rather than uniform: fathers with tertiary 

education benefit disproportionately more from a highly educated 

management team than fathers without. By examining both the top manager 

and the management team as distinct organizational types, the study captures 

organizational norms and culture more broadly, rather than the individual 
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approval of a father's direct supervisor. That managerial education continues 

to shape leave-taking even under Sweden's comparatively generous and well-

established leave policy suggests that formal entitlements do not eliminate the 

influence of organizational context—a finding likely to carry even greater 

weight in contexts where leave entitlements are less generous. 

The findings carry policy implications for how fathers' leave-taking can be 

supported beyond the entitlement itself. Policy adjustments could focus on 

measures that build managers' capacity to foster a more supportive work 

environment—for instance, targeted training on workplace culture and work 

practices—addressing conditions that are changeable within an organization. 

Several avenues for future research follow from these findings. Future 

research could examine additional manager characteristics, such as gender, 

including its interaction with managers' educational attainment, given that 

women are typically found to hold more gender-egalitarian attitudes than men; 

this would help clarify whether the association observed here reflects 

education specifically or co-occurs with other manager characteristics 

associated with gender-egalitarian attitudes. Because this study could not 

identify fathers' direct supervisors, another avenue is to incorporate this third 

type of managerial influence, allowing top managers, management teams, and 

direct supervisors to be examined together to establish how these types of 

managerial influence relate to one another. 
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10 Conclusion 

While prior research has shown that the workplace matters for fathers' parental 

leave uptake (e.g., Bygren & Duvander, 2006), the extent and specific 

processes through which it does so have remained underexplored. This 

dissertation examined three such processes—overtime work, absence 

management, and managers—and provided population-level evidence of their 

association with fathers' leavetaking. 

The three processes were identified in qualitative research as important to 

fathers' leave decisions (Bloksgaard, 2014; Brandth & Kvande, 2019b; de Laat 

et al., 2023; Halrynjo & Mangset, 2022; Lott & Klenner, 2018; Moran & 

Koslowski, 2019), but large-scale quantitative evidence on their prevalence 

and strength of association had been limited. By drawing on full-population 

Swedish administrative register-based data with employer-employee linkage, 

this dissertation quantified these processes at a scale and precision not 

attainable through survey data, which typically lack sufficiently large 

workplace-level samples and the panel structure needed to observe workplace 

conditions prior to the birth of a child. This makes it possible to establish how 

strongly associated these mechanisms are with leavetaking across the working 

population, complementing existing qualitative research. 

Across all three studies, the work environment was consistently associated 

with fathers' leave-taking. In Studies I and II, this association was specific to 

fathers as no comparable association was found for mothers. Persistent gender 

norms position fathers primarily as breadwinners attached to the workplace, 

and mothers primarily as caregivers: mothers' leave-taking remains 

normatively expected, while fathers' leavetaking remains conditional on the 

work environment (Kaufman, 2018; Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017). This 

persistence echoes a longer historical pattern, rooted in the Industrial-era 

association of masculinity with the public sphere of paid work and femininity 

with caregiving (Tilly & Scott, 1987; Tuana, 1992), which continues to shape 

contemporary work environments as gendered organizations (Acker, 1990).  

The dissertation’s findings support Hobson’s (2013) capabilities approach: 

the work environment functions as a capability-constraining institution, 

mediating whether formal policy entitlement translates into fathers’ actual 

ability to take leave. The findings also extend Risman's (2004) theory of 

gender as a social structure, which conceptualizes gender as operating at 

multiple levels of society, including the work environment, and Acker's 
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(1990) concept of gendered organizations, which holds that organizations are 

structured around an implicit, unencumbered ideal worker. Study I drew on 

this framework directly, alongside Blair-Loy's (2005) work devotion and 

Coser's (1967) greedy organization, showing that the association between 

work culture and leavetaking is gendered, applying specifically to fathers. 

Study II extended this logic to a seemingly gender-neutral practice—absence 

management—showing that even structural, ostensibly neutral arrangements 

might reaffirm gendered norms embedded in the organization. Study III 

examined managers as carriers of gender attitudes, proxied by educational 

attainment. The association between managers' educational attainment and 

fathers' leave-taking illustrates Risman's (2004) claim that gender operates 

simultaneously across levels of the workplace: individual attitudes, embedded 

in a position of organizational authority, are associated with outcomes for 

other individuals within the same gendered organization. 

Swedish parental leave policy is among the most generous internationally 

and is often regarded as a comparative benchmark (Castro-García & Pazos-

Moran, 2016), yet improvements are necessary as fathers continue to take 

substantially less leave than mothers (Duvander et al., 2019). The findings in 

this dissertation suggest further improvements to parental leave policy should 

take the work environment into account as it remains a context in which 

fathers' ability to act on this entitlement is facilitated or constrained. Changes 

in the work environment, regarding culture and structure, are mutually 

reinforcing and should both be pursued: without structural support, cultural 

encouragement to take leave may remain symbolic, as fathers may hear that 

leave is valued while everyday workload demands suggest otherwise; without 

cultural change, structural provisions may go underused if fathers still 

perceive taking leave as professionaly costly. Policy design should account 

for variation in workplace culture and structure, and offer guidance to 

managers into the complexities of creating a more supportive work 

environment, rather than relying on formal entitlement alone. 

Sweden represents a comparatively favorable context for fathers' 

leavetaking, with strong policy incentives and longstanding efforts to increase 

fathers' participation (Cedstrand, 2011; Duvander et al., 2019; Karu & 

Tremblay, 2018). That the workplace remains consequential even under these 

conditions suggests that its role is unlikely to be smaller in less generous 

policy contexts. The contribution of this dissertation therefore extends beyond 

the Swedish case: it demonstrates that even in a well-regulated welfare state, 

formal policy access is not sufficient on its own, and that understanding 

fathers' parental leave uptake requires attention to the work environment as a 

site where policy is translated into practice. 
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