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Introduction

Sweden and Finland are often cited as the pioneers of parenting leave policies: the former introduced shared
parental leave in 1974, the latter paternity leave in 1978.! Both are frequently presented — and emulated in
parenting leave systems globally — as best-practice examples of leave systems which support substantive
equality between the sexes by transforming the sexual division of labour within the family.? They are portrayed
as the makers of ‘latte dads’3 who congregate in cafés and parks with their children during parental leave.* This
normative transition from a male-breadwinner to a dual earner-carer family model has been conceived a
specific characteristic of the social-democratic Nordic welfare state underpinned by a normative commitment to
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substantive equality between the sexes.> Through near-universal public childcare provision, the Nordics have
enabled women’s entry to the labour market, thus facilitating a transition from a male-breadwinner to a dual-
earner family model.® To address women’s ‘dual burden’ of paid employment and unpaid childcare caused by
the infeasibility of redistributing all reproductive labour (e.g. pregnancy and childbirth) to the state, the Nordics
have employed paid parenting leave policies to enable parents to be compensated for their reproductive labour
outside the labour market and hence to elevate reproductive labour to parity with productive labour to facilitate
the transformation of the sexual division of labour between parents.” Their particular objective has been to
‘induce men to become more like most women are now — that is, people who do primary care work’® . By
universalising both breadwinning and caregiving, the Nordic welfare state has then prompted a transition from
the dual-earner to a dual earner-carer family model in which both parents are equally engaged in paid
employment and primary childcare.’

Existing policy literature has sought to normatively define the development of the parenting leave system in
Sweden. Jenny Julén Votinius has identified three norms — a motherhood norm, a parenthood norm, and a norm
of limited responsibility for caring — and two normative conflicts — one between the first and second norms,
another between the second and third norms — to underpin the evolution of the Swedish parenting leave
system.!? The motherhood norm was prevalent from 1900 to the 1960s, the parenthood norm from the 1970s to
the mid-1990s, and the norm of limited responsibility for caring from 1995.11 Asa Lundqvist has identified four
phases in the normative foundations of Nordic family and sex equality policies more broadly.!> Her first phase
demonstrates ‘the emergence of the gender-neutral family’!® in the 1960s and 1970s. The second highlights
feminist critique of the gender-neutrality of earlier policies in the late-1970s and the 1980s.!# The third sees a
shift ‘towards the father-friendly society’!> by the mid-1990s. The fourth highlights ‘the return of the family’!®
in the 1990s and 2000s, with parents’ freedom of choice being balanced against sex equality. Lundqvist
demonstrates the relevance of her four phases through application to Swedish family and equality policy.

While useful to describe the normative development of Swedish policy, Lundqvist’s framework has not been
applied specifically to the Swedish parenting leave system. As such, it obscures the motherhood norm phase
which Julén Votinius identifies to underpin Swedish parenting leave policy developments before the 1960s and
which came into conflict with the emergence of the gender-neutral family in the following decade. Moreover,
implicit in Lundqvist’s framework is the generalisation that her four phases are applicable to and identifiable in
policy developments in all Nordic countries. It has not, however, been applied to family and equality policies in
the four other Nordic jurisdictions. There is, overall, a gap in policy literature tracing the normative
development of Finnish policies, including the Finnish parenting leave system. Sampo Varjonen has observed
that political rhetoric driving Finnish leave reforms was polarised between sex equality and maternal care
norms in the 1970s and was dominated by the incentivisation of men’s use of leave in the first years of the
2000s.'” Like Lundqvist’s framework, Varjonen’s study obscures the evolution of the Finnish system prior to
the 1970s and is inevitably outdated with regard to later changes to the Finnish parenting leave system,
including the 2022 reform which restructured it in pursuit of substantive equality between the sexes. The
existing body of Swedish and Finnish policy scholarship does not offer complete, up-to-date accounts of the
normative development of the countries’ parenting leave systems. And while the Nordics’ reputation as
parenting leave policy pioneers and exporters is founded upon the notion that their parenting leave systems
facilitate the transformation of the sexual division of labour within the family in order to enhance sex equality,
existing scholarship has not focused on describing the development of the two systems from this perspective.

This article presents a complete and up-to-date legal-historical account of the normative development of the
Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems from 1900 until 2024. It traces their evolution chronologically
from first leave instruments to most recent legal and policy changes to identify their normative underpinnings.
In doing so, the article assesses how parenting leave as the mainstay of Nordic family and sex equality policy
has contributed to substantive equality between parents and the transformation of the sexual division of labour
within the family in Finland and Sweden. It places particular emphasis on how the two parenting leave systems
have incentivised fathers’ use of parenting leave to normalise participative fatherhood and gender-neutralise
parenthood. In order to limit its scope, the article focuses on statutory entitlements to maternity, paternity, and
parental leave and their corresponding allowances, thus excluding the employment protections attaching to said
leaves.

To these ends, this article employs Julén Votinius’ and Lundqvist’s accounts of the normative foundations of
Swedish law and policy in this area as the starting point to describing the normative development of the
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Swedish and Finnish parenting leave systems. To locate historical legal and policy developments within the
different phases of normative development identified by Julén Votinius and Lundqvist, the article examines
Finnish and Swedish parenting leave-related policy and legislative documents — namely white papers,
legislative proposals, and primary legislation dated between 1900 and 2023 — to identify the norms and
normative conflicts underpinning law and policy, as well as to pinpoint similarities and differences in the
normative development of the two systems. In so doing, the article adjusts and extends Julén Votinius’ and
Lundgqvist’s accounts to present an up-to-date framework for describing the normative development of the
Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems. This framework consists of five distinct phases, each of which
represents a norm which underpins the specific legal and policy developments during that phase. Within each
phase, the article assesses if, and how, the parenting leave systems transform the sexual division of labour to
facilitate substantive equality between women and men by drawing from existing Finnish and Swedish socio-
legal parenting leave policy literature.

The article is structured as follows. Section 1 posits that — as observed by Julén Votinius'® — the first phase in
the development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems from 1900 to the late-1960s is
characterised by a distinct maternal care norm. Section 2 then adjusts Lundqvist’s account of the normative
development of Nordic family and equality policy by conceiving her first phase — ‘the emergence of the gender-
equal family’!® — as the second phase in the normative development of Finnish and Swedish parenting leave
systems in the 1970s and 1980s. This phase is underpinned by a shared parenthood norm corresponding to
Julén Votinius’ parenthood norm.?° Section 3 combines Lundqvist’s second and third phases — feminist critique
of the gender-neutrality of policies in the earlier phase and a shift ‘towards the father-friendly society’®' — to
represent the third phase in the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems in
the 1990s and early-2000s, one underpinned by a participative fatherhood norm. Section 4 utilises Lundqvist’s
fourth phase — ‘the return of the family’?? — to inform the fourth phase in the normative development of the
Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems in the mid-2000s and the 2010s defined by a flexibility norm.
Observing the tendency of parenting leave policy research to centre the heteronormative nuclear family and the
relatively recent emphasis on studying the availability of parenting leave to e.g. LGBTQIA+ parents and single
parents?® , section 5 extends existing accounts of the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish
parenting leave systems by identifying a family diversity norm as a distinct fifth phase which underpins policy
developments in the 2010s and 2020s.

1 The Maternal Care Norm (1900s-1960s)

Sweden introduced a compulsory four-week unpaid childbirth leave in 1900 to protect the health and safety of
female factory workers and their newborns, and to encourage the formation of mother-child relationships, by
prohibiting women from working immediately after childbirth.?* Its scope was subsequently broadened to all
female workers, gradually extended to six months and, with the birth of the Swedish welfare state, most female
workers became entitled to maternity insurance and universal maternity allowance during the 1930s.2° The
allowance, however, initially only covered childbirth-related expenses and did not compensate women for loss
of income: because the mother’s income was principally supplementary to the male breadwinner’s, the latter
was expected to sustain the family during maternity leave.?® With the introduction of both general and income-
related sickness insurance schemes in 1955, maternity leave became a universal statutory entitlement for
women regardless of their employment status, although the entire six-month entitlement only became paid
under the General Insurance Act in 1963.2” Maternity leave remained compulsory until 1976.28

Development of Finnish childbirth leave is broadly compatible with Swedish developments during this phase.
Finland introduced a four-week unpaid childbirth leave for industrial workers in 1917 and a six-week leave to
shop, office, and public sector employees in 1919.2° In 1938, prompted by Sweden’s introduction of a universal
maternity allowance system, it introduced a maternity assistance policy to aid low-income women.*° This
became available to all pregnant workers in 1949.3! The loss of income associated with childbirth leave was not
addressed in Finnish policy until 1964 when a universal maternity allowance system was enacted — latest
among the Nordics?? — as part of universal sickness insurance.** Regardless of employment status, all pregnant
women insured under the 1963 Sickness Insurance Act became entitled to income-related maternity allowance
three weeks before and six weeks after childbirth.3* Entitlement to statutory leave, however, only became
equivalent to the maternity allowance period in 1971 when all female workers became entitled to nine weeks of
childbirth leave under the Employment Contract Act.>
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Whereas maternity leave has come to be considered a justified derogation from the principle of equal treatment
between the sexes in employment to ensure women are not disadvantaged because of their capacity for
pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding, early entitlements in Finland and Sweden were not intended to
enhance women’s position per se.*® Rather, prohibiting female workers from working immediately before
and/or after childbirth served to protect their health and safety while promoting broader social and demographic
objectives, such as increasing the birth rate and reducing infant mortality.3” Disguised behind the health and
safety rationale, however, policy development in this first phase was underpinned by a maternal care norm
equivalent to the motherhood norm identified by Julén Votinius to convey the essentialist presumption that
children and parenthood are women’s natural responsibility.*® The maternal care rhetoric is revealed
particularly if one examines the gradual extension of maternity leave and its correspondence with the
introduction of maternity allowance: the provision of long leave and compensation for childcare within the
home incentivised women to stay at home. Thus, corresponding to the maternal care norm was the male-
breadwinner family model which reinforced the traditional division of labour between the sexes within the
heteronormative nuclear family: while the father provides for his family through productive labour, the mother
stays at home to care for the children.?* The perpetuation of the maternal care norm in the law ensured women’s
primary responsibility for childcare.*’ Beyond basic protections for pregnancy and childbirth, female workers
were left to resolve the work-family conflict on their own.*!

2 The Shared Parenthood Norm (1970s-1980s)

With the proliferation of Nordic women’s labour market participation in the 1950s and 1960s — which had
facilitated a shift from the male-breadwinner family norm*? to a dual-earner family norm, but had not yet
challenged gendered parental roles within the family — policy discourse in the 1970s shifted away from
protecting women’s health and safety towards sex equality.* Terminologically, the focus shifted from formal
equality (jamlikhet, yhdenvertaisuus) to substantive equality between the sexes (jamstdlldhet, tasa-arvo).**
Helga Hernes asserts that ‘[t]he ideological force of this verbal differentiation must not be underestimated’* .
On the one hand, it denotes the challenge this second phase in the normative development of Finnish and
Swedish parenting leave systems presents to the gendered parental roles which had been consolidated in the law
during the earlier phase.*® As identified by Julén Votinius, a key normative conflict underpinning this phase
occurs between the maternal care norm and an emerging shared parenthood norm which posits that parenthood
should be equally important for both sexes and reconcilable with paid employment.*’ That is, the shared
parenthood norm challenges the idea that ‘women and men have different and complementary functions to fill,
each in their own sphere: women in the private, men in the public’*® . The normative conflict between maternal
care and shared parenthood thus concerns the division of parental responsibility between the sexes.*” On the
other hand, the terminological shift conveys the Nordic policy response of universalising women’s
responsibility for primary childcare in gender-neutral law.’® Both Sweden and Finland extended their parenting
leave systems to fathers in the 1970s.%! In both countries, the shared parenthood norm displaced the maternal
care norm during this phase.

This article recognises that the normative conflict underpinning this phase concerns not only with whom, but
also where, responsibility for childcare should lie — i.e. the public or private sphere — to enable both sexes to
reconcile paid employment with parental responsibilities. In addition to developing their parenting leave
policies, Finland and Sweden expanded public childcare provision during the 1970s.5? Further discussion of
Nordic early childhood care and education policies, however, falls outside the scope of this article.

2.1 Sweden

Swedish parental insurance developed out of a concern for facilitating women’s engagement in the labour
market and men’s engagement in primary childcare in recognition that the sexual division of labour within the
family had to be transformed to enhance sex equality.’® Thus, maternity allowance was replaced by a gender-
neutral parental allowance system — the first of its kind in the world>* — in 1974 through amendments to the
General Insurance Act to regulate parental allowance and the subsequent introduction of the 1976 and 1978
Parental Leave Acts to regulate parental leave.> Parental insurance initially consisted of a family entitlement to
parental leave and 180 days of parental allowance — paid at sick-pay level or at a lower ‘guaranteed’ level
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intended to provide parents protection regardless of income and employment status — in connection with a
child’s birth or adoption.>® Compensation for the six weeks of statutory maternity leave before the estimated
due-date and six weeks after childbirth was included in the 180 days of parental allowance.’” Pregnant people
who did not qualify for this leave due to their employment status (e.g. students) could utilise 60 days of
parental allowance before their due-date and up to 29 days after childbirth.’® After the immediate post-birth
period during which the mother enjoyed priority to leave for health and safety protection, the basic principle
was that parents were afforded equal opportunity to care for their child.> In principle, parental allowance days
which were left over from the 180-day entitlement at the end of maternity leave were to be equally divided
between parents.®® This was reasoned to benefit both the development of each parent-child relationship and the
establishment of a more equal division of labour between parents.®! An additional 90-day special parental
allowance was introduced in 1978 on this principle of equal sharing.®> The option of part-time leave was
offered from the beginning to ensure flexibility.%

1974 is generally understood to mark the normative shift in Sweden from the dual-earner to the dual earner-
carer family model and from the maternal care norm to the shared parenthood norm.% This article, however,
posits that while the normative shift occurs, in principle, with the introduction of shareable parental leave in
recognition of both parents’ equal responsibility for childcare, the parental allowance system only catches up to
this ideal in 1986 when parental leave becomes shared and individualised in practice. The initial system did not
facilitate the sharing of parental leave or the transformation of the sexual division of labour between parents.
Because parents were afforded the freedom to decide how to share parental leave between themselves in
practice — a political concession to the conservative right-wing by the social-democratic left which had
favoured compulsory sharing of leave — mothers utilised most of it, while fathers’ take-up remained low.%
Moreover, because parental allowance was to be paid to the parent who provided most of the child’s everyday
care, the Swedish Government had reasoned it to be imprudent to allow one parent to stay at home in receipt of
sick-pay level parental allowance while the other parent was also at home caring for the child.®® To avoid
depriving women whose partners were not insured for sickness benefit above the guaranteed level (e.g.
unemployed) from allowance during their parental leave in violation of Sweden’s international legal obligations
to guarantee all women financial support during leave, only the father’s entitlement to parental allowance above
the guaranteed level was made contingent on the mother’s employment status and income level.®” The policy
rhetoric of the sexes’ equal access to parental allowance thus did not translate to practice: the parenting leave
system continued to limit fathers’ access to it, effectively reproducing the male-breadwinner family model and
privileging maternal care of young children.®

In the 1980s, to increase men’s take-up of parental leave, the parental insurance system was amended in two
ways. First, fathers became entitled to a 10-day temporary parental allowance in connection with a child’s birth
or adoption in 1980.%° While fathers had been entitled to ten days of parental allowance to care for their older
children in connection with the birth of another child since 1974, this right was extended to first-time fathers
and detached from parental allowance.” This was envisioned to enable fathers’ presence at childbirth and the
post-birth hospital stay to support the mother and bond with the newborn.” Second, in 1986, to simplify the
system, parental allowance and special parental allowance were combined and extended to a 360-day
entitlement, of which 90 days were afforded to each parent individually although they could still be transferred
from one parent to the other.”” This made men entitled to parental allowance on a par with women — their
entitlement was no longer subject to the mother’s employment status and income level — and thus legitimised
the idea that parents bear equal responsibility for childcare.”® The shared parenthood norm, and the dual earner-
carer family, were now supported in both principle and policy.

While policy attention had shifted away from the health and safety of pregnant workers in the 1970s, the
introduction of the parental insurance system subsequently led to improvements to pregnancy-related leave.
The parental insurance system had made it more difficult for women to access sick leave during pregnancy
because it emphasised that pregnancy was not an illness giving rise to the need for sick leave.” Representatives
of female blue-collar workers argued this to disadvantage women with physically demanding jobs who had to
rely on more parental allowance prior to childbirth, thus reducing their post-birth allowance period in
comparison to women in white-collar occupations.” 1980 thus saw the introduction of pregnancy leave and
sick-pay level pregnancy allowance as a last resort for women with physically demanding jobs — and later for
women whose work posed risks to the foetus — who were unable to continue working or could not be
reassigned to a different role by their employer from 60 days and until 11 days before their estimated due-
date.” For the last ten days before childbirth, it was assumed that all pregnant workers required leave whereby
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there was no need to distinguish between workers in different occupations.”” Pregnancy leave remained
uncontaminated by the maternal care norm underpinning the introduction of maternity leave in the first phase.

2.2 Finland

Finnish policymakers were initially less responsive to sex equality discourse endorsing the dual earner-carer
family norm and more persuaded by rhetoric for improving women’s position in the labour market.”® A
Committee on the Position of Women had expressed concern over the labour market effects of long childbirth
leave and emphasised the importance of men embracing parental responsibilities from birth.” Instead of
adopting its proposal for shared parental leave, the Finnish Government extended childbirth leave from nine
weeks to seven months in 1974.3° In response to political opposition, another Committee proposed making the
last three months of childbirth leave shareable between parents.®! However, the Finnish Government was more
persuaded by the Equality Advisory Board’s recommendation for paternity leave in connection with a child’s
birth.8? It hence proposed the introduction of paternity leave by way of a two-week extension to childbirth leave
to support the mother postpartum by ensuring the family’s other children were cared for, but also to facilitate
the development of a father-child relationship.®3 Controversially, this extension to childbirth leave was also
presented as an economic incentive to improve the employment rate: mothers’ prolonged leave would free jobs
for younger workers — an argument which was fervently critiqued by the Equality Advisory Board because
mothers similarly faced the risk of unemployment.?* In 1978, Finnish fathers — alongside Norwegian fathers as
the first men in the world®® — became entitled to two weeks of paternity leave in connection with their child’s
birth.8¢ While fathers received the same sick-pay level entitlement to income compensation as mothers did,
paternity leave itself remained contingent on fathers being married to and cohabiting with the mother and,
because paternity leave was deducted from childbirth leave, on the mother’s consent.?” This meant that only
13% of fathers took paternity leave immediately following its introduction®® and ‘the father [was] understood
more as the mother’s helper than a parent’® . Rather than the shared parenthood norm, the Finnish parenting
leave system thus continued to privilege the maternal care norm.

The following year, the Finnish Government acknowledged that because women did not always utilise
childbirth leave in full, it was prudent to allow men to take any unused period.” It introduced a four-week
extension to childbirth leave to act as shared parental leave and, from 1980, these last four weeks of childbirth
leave were to be shared between parents with the mother’s consent.®! In 1981, shared parental leave was
extended to 16 weeks and made more flexible so that parents could take turns as childcarers after the first 100
days of childbirth leave.”? After 1982, shared parental leave was extended gradually through reductions to
childbirth leave and terminology changed to maternity leave, paternity leave, and parental leave to reflect
practice.”® The concurrent development of a shared parental allowance system detached paternity leave from
maternity leave and attached it to parental leave.”* By 1987, the Finnish parenting leave system had evolved to
the 105 working days of maternity leave and 158 working days of shared parental leave which remained
standard until 2022.%° This article hence suggests that the normative shift to the dual earner-carer family model
and the shared parenthood norm occurred in the Finnish parenting leave system in 1979, when policy finally
conceived men’s involvement in childcare as a sex equality issue, not only as a means of supporting women’s
employment. In practice, the shared parenthood norm became consolidated in Finland during the 1980s.

This said, the shared parenthood norm underpinning shared parental leave in this second phase in the normative
development of Finnish parenting leave policy conflicts with concurrent policy developments disguising the
maternal care norm behind freedom of choice rhetoric that endorses childcare within the home. And indeed,
this article observes that this reflects a key difference in the development of the two Nordic systems. Since the
1960s, Nordic parenting leave politics have been characterised by a conflict between the social-democratic left-
wing which has endorsed expansion of public childcare provision to support sex equality within the dual
earner-carer family model and the conservative right-wing which has endorsed provision of homecare
allowances to promote parents’ freedom of choice regarding childcare arrangements.’® Whereas the Swedish
system has developed methodically from a sex equality perspective since the 1970s, the Finnish system has
pursued sex equality and freedom of choice policies simultaneously in the 1980s.°” Thus, rather than
constituting a distinct phase in the normative development of the Finnish parenting leave system for the
purposes of this article, the following reflects a normative conflict between maternal care and shared
parenthood in this second phase.
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While Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems developed parallel in the 1970s and early-1980s,
significant policy divergence emerged by the late-1980s with the introduction of care leave and the
corresponding homecare allowance in Finland.?® Implemented gradually from 1985, these applied to all
families with children under three by 1990 to facilitate childcare within the home after parenting leave.”
Whereas the introduction of a universal municipal daycare policy for children under seven'? had been a
success for the social-democrats, the homecare allowance policy was driven by the centre-right to support
parents’ freedom to choose between municipal daycare and homecare, and — the preference being for homecare
—to choose which parent would stay at home with the child.'®! The very idea of freedom of choice, however,
obscures the fact that women’s choices are already constrained by the sexual division of labour which relies on
an essentialist understanding of womanhood as primary caregiving.'> Rather than affording both parents the
freedom to choose how to arrange childcare in accordance with the shared parenthood norm embedded in
Finnish parental leave policy, homecare allowance — although gender-neutral in principle — therefore reinforced
the maternal care norm.'%3

3 The Participative Fatherhood Norm (1990s-early-2000s)

Here the article subsumes what Lundqvist identifies as the second phase of Nordic family and sex equality
policy — feminist critique of earlier gender-neutral policies!® — to her third phase which she calls a shift
‘towards the father-friendly society’!% in the 1990s and early-2000s. This is because policies in her third phase
effectively build on the feminist critique in her second phase. By separating the phases, Lundqvist obscures this
connection between policy critique and policy reconstruction. While the second phase in the normative
development of Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems had replaced the maternal care norm with the
shared parenthood norm in the 1970s and 1980s, this third phase is underpinned by feminist critique which
highlighted that gender-neutral policies had not supported the shared parenthood norm enough for it to be
realised in practice. That is, the introduction of paternity leave and shared parental leave in both countries had
not facilitated fathers’ take-up of parenting leave to ensure equal sharing of parental responsibilities between
the sexes and the reconciliation of paid employment and childcare by both parents. The third phase therefore
sought to improve the ‘father-friendliness’ of the systems through the introduction of father-specific leave
policies in the 1990s and early-2000s. To denote this policy emphasis on fathers and to draw a distinction from
the shared parenthood norm of the second phase, this article treats the norm of participative fatherhood — or the
making of ‘latte dads’ — as the third phase in the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting
leave systems.

This phase is influenced by both countries’ accession to the European Union (EU) in 1995. Indeed, Julén
Votinius identifies EU membership to represent the third stage in the development of the Swedish parenting
leave system which has produced a conflict between, on the one hand, the shared parenthood norm now
irrefutable in Swedish law and, on the other, two distinct norms which underpin EU law: the maternal care
norm and the norm of limited responsibility for caring (or the primacy-of-working-life norm in her later
work).!% The primacy-of-working-life norm posits that workers’ parental responsibilities should not encroach
on their employment and thus presupposes that these responsibilities do not lie with the worker.!?” Unlike the
maternal care norm, it is hence not inherently grounded in gender.!%® If, however, the maternal care norm
prevails in determining the division of labour between parents — as it did in EU law during this phase!'?® — the
primacy-of-working-life norm presumes division of labour in accordance with the maternal care norm and thus
reinforces the breadwinner-caregiver dichotomy.!'° In what follows, this article also discusses the implications
of EU law on the normative development of both Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems.

3.1 Sweden

Beyond changes to the conditions and length of parental allowance (section 2.1), development of the Swedish
parenting leave system stalled in the 1980s.!!! It continued in the 1990s when Swedish equality law and
parenting leave law started developing in parallel.!!> Feminists in the 1980s had asserted that the opportunity
for equal parenthood offered through the introduction of gender-neutral parental leave had not led men to
choose to care for their children and hence had not transformed the sexual division of labour between
parents.!!3 The attention in Swedish politics similarly turned to fathers’ low take-up of parental leave — 7% of
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parental allowance days in 1990''# — as the main hindrance to sex equality.'!® It was ‘no longer seen as an
alternative to wait for fathers to change behaviour without reforms in the leave regulations’!'¢ . Hence, to
facilitate men’s take-up of parental leave and promote paternal care, Sweden introduced a ‘dad-month’ — a
month of non-transferable parental allowance for each parent, compensated at 90% income replacement level —
in 1995.1"7 This transformed parental leave to an individual entitlement, making transferring parental allowance
between parents contingent on one parent signing over their days to the other.!'® The policy departed from the
conservative rhetoric of the 1970s — which had opposed individualisation of parental leave for restricting
parents’ freedom of choice and entailing a state intrusion in the private sphere — by recognising that if men were
unwilling to acknowledge sex inequality in parenting and voluntarily take parental leave, they must be gently
coerced into assuming responsibility for primary childcare.!"”

The dad-month represented a step towards the realisation of shared parenthood within the dual earner-carer
family in Sweden.!?° However, Julén Votinius notes that, on average, men already took a month of parental
leave whereby the initial policy merely maintained the status quo.'?! While the share of fathers who used
parental leave increased from around 40% to almost 80%, and the average number of parental allowance days
utilised by fathers during the first two years of their child’s life increased from 26 to 36, the dad-month mainly
changed the behaviour of fathers who did not already use parental leave, namely lower-educated and lower-
income fathers.'??> With the extension of the parental allowance period from 450 to 480 days in 2002, the policy
was extended by 30 days.'?* This increased the average of men’s leave take-up to 48 days, but still primarily
affected educated and middle- to high-income fathers.!>* While the dad-months normalised participative
fatherhood by normalising parental leave take-up, they did not transform the sexual division of labour between
parents because men did not take half the leave.!? In part, this is because the aspect of the shared parenthood
norm which posits that paid employment must be compatible with parenthood conceded to the primacy-of-
working-life norm. The shortness and flexibility of the dad-months did not normalise parental responsibility
within the workplace but reflected the expectation that parenthood should not encroach on work and therefore
did not improve the situation of fathers who wanted to take more leave than the period reserved for them.!?¢ It
hence did not support the participative fatherhood norm in practice.

This article observes that the shared parenthood norm came into conflict with the maternal care norm during
this phase. Like in Finland during the previous phase, freedom of choice rhetoric of the centre-right
conservative government prevailed over sex equality considerations to enable the introduction of a homecare
allowance policy in 1994.27 Politically controversial for ‘flirting with the maternal care norm’!?® and
constituting ‘a trap for women’!?’ , it was abolished later that same year following the election of a social-
democratic government. EU accession, however, similarly represented ‘a step backwards for the [shared]
parenthood norm’!* in Sweden. It mandated the extension of Swedish maternity leave entitlement from 12 to
14 weeks under a third Parental Leave Act to implement the Pregnant Workers Directive.3! Although
stipulated by the Directive, the Act did not introduce a two-week compulsory period of maternity leave.'3? It
was considered unnecessary and incompatible with Swedish national practice which was to afford female
workers access to leave in connection with pregnancy, childbirth, and/or breastfeeding and for workers to take
advantage of said leave.'** Its compulsoriness also conflicted with Swedish gender ideology — particularly the
view that pregnancy, childbirth, and breastfeeding should not be equated to an illness demanding paternalistic
protection — whereby it was unwanted from an equality perspective.'3* As such, the existence of statutory
maternity leave under Swedish law is a concession to Sweden’s international legal obligations, which bind it to
retain the protective provisions existing under national law.!*> Compulsory maternity leave was enacted in 2000
after the EU warned Sweden of its failure to appropriately implement the relevant provision.'3¢ With this, Laura
Carlson argues, ‘the right for women to make the decision about taking parental leave in essence was thrown
back to the 1900 mandatory leave for women having children’!3” . The forced introduction of compulsory
maternity leave represented a return to the maternal care norm of the first phase.'3#

3.2 Finland

Going into the 1990s, paternity leave afforded to Finnish fathers remained tied to shared parental leave and
conditional on mother’s consent, therefore rendering fathers mere ‘visiting care assistant[s]’!** . To improve
their position as independent parents, men became entitled to an additional week of paternity leave independent
of the shared parental leave period in 1991.140 The two paternity leave entitlements were combined into a three-
week entitlement independent of both parental leave and mother’s consent in 1993 when sharing parental leave
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came to be based on parents’ mutual agreement.'#! One or two weeks of paternity leave had to be taken in
connection with the child’s birth while the remaining leave could be taken any time during the maternity or
parental allowance period.'*? To enable paternal involvement in childcare, this stipulation was removed in
1997.143 As a result, ‘the mother’s helper position has lost some of its significance’'** . Owing to its limited
duration which has enabled men from effectively all socio-economic and occupational groups to utilise it,
paternity leave has become ‘an everyman’s mass movement’'43 . It has thus normalised participative
fatherhood, at least during the immediate post-birth period.

EU accession affected Finnish parenting leave policy with less controversy than it did Swedish. To implement
the Pregnant Workers Directive, amendments to the Employment Contract Act in the 1990s made two weeks of
maternity leave compulsory before the estimated due-date and after childbirth.'#¢ An earlier amendment had
improved the protection of pregnant workers by entitling those unable to work for health and safety reasons to
paid ‘special maternity leave’ before the start of statutory maternity leave.!4” To ensure compliance with the
1996 Parental Leave Directive and to streamline application of the various leaves, a 1998 amendment to the
Employment Contract Act incorporated all leave legislation under a ‘family leave’ chapter.!® Parental leave
was, in principle, non-transferable under the Parental Leave Directive but because the Directive did not set a
minimum threshold for non-transferability, Finland retained its shared parental leave policy which allowed one
parent to use the entire leave period.'#* As such, this article observes that both normative and policy
development of the Finnish parenting leave system lagged behind that of Sweden in the late-1990s and early-
2000s. Sweden had already adopted the first dad-month to promote participative fatherhood and further support
the shared parenthood norm. It legislated above the EU’s minimum standards for parental leave and had
normatively rejected the maternal care norm expressed in the EU’s maternity leave legislation which it was
nevertheless forced to implement. Finnish policy, by contrast, had not yet reached the participative fatherhood
phase. Rather, it met the minimum maternity leave and parental leave standards imposed by EU law with very
few substantive amendments.'>° Maternity leave — and a certain privileging of maternal care during both
maternity and parental leave — remained normative in Finnish law and among Finnish parents.'>! This appears
to explain why EU law created the normative conflict pinpointed by Julén Votinius between shared parenthood
and maternal care in Swedish parenting leave policy but had no such effect in Finland.

Finnish parental leave only began to develop beyond the EU’s minimum standards and converge with the
Swedish participative fatherhood phase in 2003. Like the Swedish, Finnish policymakers had observed that the
gender-neutral policies of the 1980s had not facilitated men’s participation in primary childcare — only 10% of
fathers used parental leave in 200332 — and hence had not transformed the sexual division of labour to support
the shared parenthood norm.'3? In 1999, having recognised that only compulsory leave would incentivise
fathers’ use of it, a ‘Daddy Committee’ had recommended a one-month extension to parental allowance to
serve as a compulsory dad-month.">* This, however, only translated to a conditional two-week dad-bonus in
2003: men became entitled to two more weeks of paternity leave immediately following the end of the parental
allowance period if they utilised the final two weeks of shared parental leave.!> The policy hence came to
constitute a dad-month in practice.'*® It was, however, initially hindered by its contingency on using parental
leave, the limited number of bonus days, and the inflexibility of its timing, as the bonus leave would interrupt
mothers taking homecare leave immediately after parental leave.!>” It continued to imply that parental leave
was expected to be taken by the mother.!>® From 2007, the bonus became more flexible as it could be
postponed for up to 180 days from the end of parental leave which had begun immediately following maternity
leave, effectively until the child was two years old.'*® It, however, remained conditional on either parent caring
for the child at home during the period between parental leave and bonus leave.!® Fathers were also offered a
financial incentive to use parental leave through a higher parental allowance — 75% income replacement rate,
compared to the usual 70% sick-pay level- for the first 30 days of parental leave, but this was abolished in
2015.161 Overall, the policy had some success with facilitating the participative fatherhood norm in practice: the
share of Finnish fathers using parental leave had increased to 30% by 2010.'%? It did not, however, challenge
the sexual division of labour between parents enough to lead to equal sharing of parental leave and gender-
neutral parenthood.

4 The Flexibility Norm (mid-2000s and 2010s)

The foundations of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems, resting on the shared parenthood norm,
had been consolidated by the mid-2000s. The late-2000s and 2010s then saw the reiteration of freedom of
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choice rhetoric promoting ‘the return of the family’!63 which Lundqvist identifies as the fourth phase in the
development of Nordic family and sex equality policy. This article adds that similarly prominent in this phase
was the aspect of the shared parenthood norm which posits that — in addition to parenthood being the sexes’
equal responsibility — parenthood should be reconcilable with paid employment. As identified by Julén
Votinius, this created a conflict between parental and employer interests.!** The Nordic response was to
improve the flexibility of parenting leave policies in order to balance sex equality with freedom of choice and
to accommodate the needs and preferences of both parents and employers.!® This article hence treats the
flexibility norm as the fourth phase in the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave
systems.

4.1 Sweden

With the shared parenthood norm firmly in place but still failing to translate to equality between the sexes in
practice, the Swedish Government sought to extend the dad-months.'®® The 2006 election of a centre-right
coalition, however, saw the resurgence of freedom of choice rhetoric against the further individualisation of
parental leave.'®” The result of political tension between coalition parties was a parenting leave programme
convoluted in its direction, with the main policy contributions of 2008 — an equality bonus and a homecare
allowance — pursuing opposing objectives.'®® The former sought to encourage equal sharing of parental leave
between the sexes by affording a tax deduction to parents who shared sick-pay level parental allowance days
equally.'® The latter replicated the short-lived 1994 homecare allowance: rather than facilitating parental
freedom of choice, it perpetuated the maternal care norm (section 3.1).!7° Because of its unpopularity and
negative impact on parents’ labour market attachment and income, particularly among low-income and
immigrant women, it was abolished in 2016.!7! The equality bonus was similarly abolished in 2017: it had not
contributed to a change in either parent’s use of leave and eligible parents did not apply for it due to procedural
complexity.!”? Ultimately, neither policy had enhanced equality between the sexes or parents’ freedom of
choice.

As a compromise between freedom of choice and the individualisation of parental leave, Sweden introduced
further measures to improve the flexibility of parental leave in the 2010s.!”* Parental leave in Sweden has
generally been more flexible than in the other Nordic countries.!”* To balance parents’ need for flexibility with
employers’ need for certainty, part-time and piecemeal parental leave had been introduced in the late-1970s.!7
Importantly, parental leave is not tied to parental allowance, whereby parents can take unpaid leave during the
child’s first 18 months without spending their parental allowance.!’® This enables parents to reserve allowance
days to use later in the child’s life.'”” In 2014, to signal that most parental allowance was intended to be used
when the child was young and most in need of parental care — and to compel men to take leave — postponing
allowance days until after the child’s fourth birthday was limited to 20% of the 480 days per child.!”® The age
limit for the expiry of parental allowance was, however, increased from the child’s eighth birthday to the
twelfth.!” In 2012, to enable parents to establish a more equal division of labour in the long-term and facilitate
easier transitions between leave and work, parents had become entitled to use 30 days of parental allowance at
the same time during the child’s first year of life.'® In 2019, 12% of parents used all 30 ‘double-days’.!%! The
policy has made men use leave earlier in the child’s life, particularly among those groups of fathers who
ordinarily postponed leave until the child was older, namely low-income, lower-educated, and immigrant
fathers.!®? Overall, it has led to a more equal sharing of parental leave, with 24% of parents who took double-
days sharing leave equally, compared to 17% among those who did not.'83 But like the equality bonus, it has
been criticised for complicating the system.!8* And while flexible parental leave provision has enabled parents
to arrange childcare how it suits the family best, it has not come without a cost. The ability to save parental
allowance days has benefited higher-income parents who can afford to take unpaid leave.'® Moreover, parents
have exploited the flexibility by arranging the father’s leave to coincide with the mother’s holiday, Christmas,
the hunting season, or older children’s school holidays.'*¢ It has therefore rendered the purpose of fathers’ leave
redundant by allowing them to avoid taking primary responsibility for childcare, therefore reinforcing the
gendered division of parental responsibilities between the sexes.!” Particularly with the double-days, the issue
has been that ‘when parents are at home together, the father becomes more of a mother’s helper than an
independent carer’!®® . In some ways, the flexibility norm in this phase of the development of the Swedish
parenting leave system hence conflicts with the shared parenthood norm underpinning the system and disguises
the maternal care ideal behind the notion of parental freedom of choice.

Making ‘Latte Dads’? Examining the Normative Underpinnings of the Finnish and Swedish Parenting Leave
Systems
Side 12



Utskrift fra Lovdata - 02.03.2026 09:50

4.2 Finland

The Finnish parenting leave system has traditionally been the least flexible of the Nordics, which has made it
fall behind in encouraging fathers’ take-up of leave.'® Part-time parental leave had been introduced in 2003 to
encourage more equal sharing of parental responsibilities, but it remained conditional on both parents taking it
alongside part-time work for at least two months.!*° Rather than facilitating equality between parents, it merely
facilitated women’s earlier return to part-time work.'”! Moreover, parental leave was tied to the allowance
period, began immediately after maternity leave, and could only be used in two periods during the child’s first
nine months of life in practice.!”? Because parents considered the child too young to start daycare, most mothers
opted to utilise homecare leave.'** The inflexibility of parental leave therefore explains the stronger influence of
the maternal care norm and a more traditional division of labour between parents in Finland, as compared to the
situation in Sweden during this phase. This article observes that whereas parental leave remained inflexible,
homecare allowance was made more flexible in 2014 to enhance work-family reconciliation by enabling part-
time work during homecare leave and to increase the employment rate of parents at risk of marginalisation,
such as lower-educated and single mothers.'* While the reform appeared to have achieved the latter
objective!? | it failed to address the real issue: that the social and economic marginalisation of women is caused
by the maternal care norm and the sexual division of labour underpinning the homecare policy. And indeed, the
absence of flexible parental leave likely explains Finnish men’s use of under 10% of all parental leave
throughout the 2010s, as men are known to respond to flexible leave provision.!”® The inflexibility of parental
leave under the Finnish system thus worked to undermine the shared parenthood and participative fatherhood
norms of the two earlier phases.

Paternity leave, by contrast, has been offered more flexibly in the Finnish system. It had become available in up
to four separate periods in 2001 and its flexibility was enhanced in the 2010s."7 To ensure compliance with the
EU’s 2010 Parental Leave Directive’s minimum requirement of one month of non-transferable parental leave,
the dad-bonus was extended to a 24-working-day dad-month.!*® Paternity leave and the dad-month were
combined into an individual and unconditional nine-week paternity leave entitlement in 2013.!°° Three weeks
could be taken simultaneously with the mother’s maternity or parental leave in up to four separate periods,
while the other six weeks were postponed until after the mother’s leave and could be taken in two periods
before the child turned two.2° Paternity leave subsequently became more popular, gradually increasing the
share of fathers utilising some of it to 81% and the full nine weeks to 55% in 2020.2°! Like the Swedish policy,
the dad-month primarily incentivised high-income and educated fathers.???> And like in Sweden, there is a
suggestion that the fragmentation of men’s leave enabled by the flexible provision of the dad-month may have
hindered the achievement of its primary aims: the formation of a father-child relationship and the father’s
independent assumption of primary childcaring responsibilities — and hence the deconstruction of gendered
parental roles.?? Thus, while flexible leave supports the shared parenthood norm by facilitating men’s leave
take-up, it does not necessarily support the participative fatherhood norm or transform the sexual division of
labour in practice.

5 The Family Diversity Norm (2010s and 2020s)

Within her fourth phase, Lundqvist alludes to the emergence of post-colonial critique of the conception of sex
equality underpinning Nordic family and sex equality policy in the 2000s.2%* This critique has highlighted the
marginalisation of other forms of discrimination — such as sexual, racial, and religious — and their intersections
with sex and gender in said policy.?% In this light, this article observes that Finland and Sweden have generally
addressed parenting leave policies to the heteronormative nuclear family consisting of a (married) heterosexual,
cisgender couple with (biological) children, thus obscuring the needs of non-normative parents and families.
Yet cohabiting partnerships and adoptive parenthood have long been normalised forms of parenthood in the
Nordics, reflected in the facilitation of access to paternity and parental leave by adoptive, cohabiting, and non-
resident parents in the 1970s and 1980s.2° The Finnish and Swedish systems have, however, evolved to further
accommodate the social inclusion of non-normative parents in the 2010s and 2020s. This article therefore posits
that the fifth — and indeed current — phase in the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting
leave systems is underpinned by a family diversity norm. The most recent changes to the systems have
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continued to facilitate equality between the sexes but have also sought to do so between groups of parents,
hence accommodating the parenthood-related needs of, for instance, single parents and LGBTQIA+ parents.
Conceptually, reference to gendered parental roles like ‘mother’ and ‘father’ — and to gendered pronouns in
Swedish — have been replaced with gender-neutral terminology (e.g. ‘pregnant parent’ and ‘second parent’) in
both systems to avoid unnecessary gendering of pregnancy and parenthood and presumptions about parents’
sexual and/or gender identities and their relationship to their child in order to improve the social inclusion of
non-normative parents.?’’

5.1 Sweden

While sex equality and social inclusion both featured in Swedish political discourse in the late-2010s and early-
2020s, changes to the parenting leave system reflect the former’s prevailing influence at policy-level.?® To
equalise the distribution of reproductive labour between the sexes and to enhance equality in the labour market,
the non-transferable period of parental leave was extended to 90 days per parent in 2016.2°° While normalising
fathers’ take-up of the reserved period of leave, the policy has not incentivised fathers to leave beyond this
quota: only 20% of parents shared parental leave equally in 2022.2!° The dad-months became available to
parents on basic level allowance — they had initially only attached to sick-pay level allowance — in 2022 to
facilitate equal sharing of parental leave among parents with weaker labour market attachment (e.g.
unemployed parents, students).?!! This ensured the Swedish system complied with the EU Work-Life Balance
Directive’s requirements for non-transferable leave and parental leave pay.?!? While these measures reinforced
the shared parenthood and participative fatherhood norms, less attention was paid to facilitating the social
inclusion of non-normative parents. It had, however, become possible for parents to transfer parental allowance
to a partner who is not the child’s biological parent in 2019, which made the Swedish system more inclusive of
cohabiting and same-sex partners.?!3

To avoid repeating the substance of previous sections of this article, the Swedish parental insurance system at
the time of writing is outlined below (Table 1). The latest changes to the system in 2024 sought to enhance the
flexibility of parental leave and parents’ freedom of choice.?!* First, the double-days policy was extended so
that two parents can take 60 parental allowance days simultaneously during the child’s first 15 months of life.?!s
In response to previous critique about parents’ concurrent leave failing to encourage the development of
fathers’ independent parenting skills, the 90 days reserved for each parent can no longer constitute double-
days.?!¢ This article suggests that the policy constitutes a reasonable incentivising measure for men: it offers
fathers the opportunity to ‘practice’ parenthood parallel to the mother for 60 days, while holding them liable to
utilising another 90 days of leave on their own. It has the potential to support participative fatherhood and the
transformation of the sexual division of labour between parents in the longer-term. Second, parents became
able to transfer 45 days of parental allowance — or 90 days in the case of single parents — to persons other than a
partner or the child’s guardian, such as a grandparent.?!” While broadening the support system available to all
parents in caring for young children and balancing work and childcare, this also improves the situation of
certain non-normative families, namely one-parent families and multiple-parent families with more than two
persons sharing parental responsibility (e.g. reconstituted families, LGBTQIA+ co-parenting families). By
broadening the normative picture of a family and detaching childcare from a biological conception of
parenthood — that is, by adopting the family diversity norm which recognises, for instance, that parenthood is a
social activity — the policy enables the social inclusion of these families and the redistribution of reproductive
labour to multiple caregivers.

5.2 Finland

In contrast to Sweden, of the themes of sex equality and social inclusion featuring in Finnish political
discourse, it was the latter that translated into parenting leave policy in the late-2010s.2'® Same-sex couples had
become entitled to share parental leave in 2007 and a birth mother’s female partner who is the child’s parent
through adoption had become entitled to paternity leave in 2010.2'° A 2015 Working Group on Diverse
Families sought to further enhance access to parenting leave of non-normative parents, namely single, non-
resident, adoptive, and LGBTQIA+ parents.??? Some of its suggestions were enforced in 2017: non-resident
fathers became entitled to paternity and parental leave; and same-sex unmarried cohabiting partners became
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entitled to shared parental leave on a par with different-sex parents.??! In 2019, because increases in the leave
reserved to the father had led to inequality between one-parent and two-parent families, single mothers became
entitled to the father’s paternity leave.??? The family diversity norm hence underpinned various policy changes
in this fifth phase to mitigate inequalities in access to parenting leave.

However, the most prominent aspect of this phase in the normative development of the Finnish parenting leave
system is the 2022 reform. Various reform attempts had previously failed for political and budgetary reasons.???
In 2021, the left-green government presented a proposal with suggestions for gender-neutralising language;
allocating equal quotas for parents to ensure compliance with the Work-Life Balance Directive; extending
parental leave; and increasing flexibility.??* The proposal revived sex equality rhetoric in Finnish parenting
leave policy. It sought to encourage equal sharing of parental leave and childcare responsibilities between the
sexes to strengthen equal parenthood with a view to transforming the sexual division of labour.??> The reform
came into force from August 2022 (Table 2). It restructured the Finnish leave system: paternity leave and most
of maternity leave, as well as their corresponding allowances, ceased to exist and were subsumed under
parental leave and allowance. Pregnant parents are entitled to up to 40 continuous working days of pregnancy
leave from 30 days before their estimated due-date, with two weeks compulsory before this date and after
childbirth.??¢ Pregnancy allowance is paid at 90% income compensation level or at a minimum flat rate.??’
Immediately after pregnancy leave, parents who have given birth are entitled to parental leave to ensure the
maintenance of their entitlement to 105 working days of health and safety protection under the previous
system.??8 In practice, the immediate post-birth period of parental leave up to 65 working days is thus reserved
for the person who gave birth — even if they do not have the child in their care?” — similarly to the Swedish
model. As such, the new Finnish parenting leave system adequately distinguishes between health- and safety-
related and childcare-related leave, without conflating the biological capacity for pregnancy, childbirth, and
breastfeeding with primary caregiving. It does not disguise a maternal care norm behind health and safety
protection.

Up to two parents — whether biological or adoptive — or legal guardians of a child are each entitled to 160
working days of parental leave, of which only 63 days remain transferable between parents.?*? The introduction
of individual quotas in conjunction with the extension of the non-transferable period was the main effect of the
Work-Life Balance Directive on Finnish law.?3! However, rather than making parental leave fully non-
transferable which had been recommended to radically incentivise its equal sharing, the Finnish system retained
an element of transferability to ensure parents’ freedom of choice.??? Because it is also possible to transfer a
period of leave to a non-parent, namely either parent’s married or cohabiting partner, the provision of
transferable leave enhances the position of reconstituted and LGBTQIA+ families and reinforces the family
diversity norm.?3? As such, by applying the parental leave entitlement to parents regardless of gender or family
form, the new system facilitates the social inclusion of families outside the heteronormative nuclear family
ideal. Whereas the parent who gave birth is eligible for parental leave after pregnancy leave, the second parent
is eligible immediately after the birth of the child and until the child’s second birthday or until an adopted child
has been in the parents’ care for two years.??* During this time, parents can take parental leave simultaneously
for 18 working days which in practice constitutes the paternity leave taken parallel to maternity or parental
leave prior to the reform.?* In contrast to the Swedish double-days policy, this period was limited to three
weeks to support fathers” independent childcare responsibility.?3¢ Parental allowance is paid at a raised 90%
income replacement rate for the first 16 working days of each parent’s entitlement to act as a financial incentive
for fathers to use leave.?3” The remaining days are paid at 70% or at a minimum flat rate. The combination of
individualised parental leave as an incentive for men’s use of it and gender-neutral leave provision which does
not distinguish between male and female parental roles with regard to childcare in the new leave model has
potential to promote shared parenthood but also to universalise and gender-neutralise primary caregiving — and
hence to transform the sexual division of labour within the family.

To enhance the flexibility of the Finnish system, parental leave can now be taken in up to four periods of at
least 12 working days.?3® The provision of part-time leave was similarly improved: one parent can work part-
time for up to five hours a day and use parental allowance to care for the child the other half of the day.?*° In
practice, it is thus possible to save parental allowance days to be used later.?*” While the increased flexibility
could incentivise fathers’ use of parental leave, the retention of the child’s second birthday limit for using
parental leave will likely render leave inaccessible for some working parents; particularly fathers, given that the
first period of leave is, in principle, intended for the parent who has given birth. As such, this article questions
if the provision is compatible with the EU’s requirement that any time limit imposed in national law for the
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availability of parental leave is determined in a way which ‘ensure[s] that each parent is able to exercise their
right to parental leave effectively and on an equal basis’®*' . Moreover, the reform retains the existing right to
homecare leave and allowance that is known to hinder equal sharing of parental leave between the sexes.’*? As
such, by failing to abolish homecare allowance, the new parenting leave system continues to reinforce the
normative conflict between shared parenthood and maternal care, which perpetuates the traditional sexual
division of labour between Finnish parents (section 2.2).

Conclusion

This article has traced the evolution of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems from 1900 until 2024.
It presents a complete, up-to-date, five-phase framework for describing the normative development of these
systems. First, the article has located the introduction of compulsory childbirth leave in the early-1900s, and its
evolution until the 1960s, within a maternal care norm phase. Second, it has identified a normative shift from
the maternal care norm to a shared parenthood norm with the introduction of paternity leave and shared
parental leave in the 1970s and 1980s. Third, it has observed the adoption of father-specific policies in the
1990s and early-2000s to reflect a participative fatherhood norm. Fourth, it has identified the mid-2000s and
the 2010s to be characterised by a flexibility norm, with sex equality, freedom of choice, and the diverging
interests of parents and employers being balanced through flexible parenting leave policies. And finally, it has
identified the current phase in the normative development of the Finnish and Swedish parenting leave systems
to be represented by a family diversity norm to facilitate the social inclusion of parents who do not conform to a
heteronormative nuclear family ideal.

Of these, the second phase — underpinned by the shared parenthood norm — provides what has been the guiding
objective of Finnish and Swedish parenting leave policy since the 1970s: substantive equality between women
and men, pursued through the transformation of the sexual division of labour within the family. As such, the
article has assessed how the two systems have contributed to the transformation of the sexual division of
labour. The shared parenthood norm continues to underpin policy developments in both Finland and Sweden
and has supported the sharing of parental leave, and thus reproductive labour, between the sexes. It has not,
however, led to the equal sharing of parental leave or parental responsibilities. That is, while the two systems
have contributed to the making of ‘latte dads’ through the incentivisation of men’s use of parental leave and
participative fatherhood, both the use of parental leave and the division of reproductive labour remain gendered.

This said, the shared parenthood norm has been more systematically pursued and better institutionalised within
the Swedish system, whereas Finnish policy has been more influenced by the maternal care norm — particularly
as disguised behind freedom of choice rhetoric — and hence a more traditional division of labour between
parents. The current phase in policy development, however, demonstrates increasing convergence between the
two systems. Finland — ‘determined to close in on Sweden’?** — now offers men a longer period of
individualised parental leave than Sweden. Within two years of the reform, the proportion of all parental
allowance days used by men had increased from 12.6% to 20.5%.2** Time will tell if the new system affects the
further sharing of parental leave and transformation of the sexual division of labour between Finnish parents.

Table 1. The Swedish Parenting Leave System in 20244

Pregnancy Temporary Parental Allowance
Allowance Parental Allowance
in Connection with
Birth or Adoption
Corresponding  |Pregnancy leave  |Paternity leave Maternity leave Parental leave
Leave
Addressed to Pregnant workers |Second parents, Workers who are | Parents
with reduced prospective adoptive |pregnant and
capacity to work or |parents of adopted |workers who have
prohibited from
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working on children under ten | given birth
account of risk to
health or the
foetus, who cannot
be transferred to
other work
Purpose Health and safety |Newborn care, Health and safety |Childcare
protection parent-child protection
bonding, caring for
family’s other
children
Length Up to fifty working |Up to ten working |14 weeks Full leave until the
days days child is 18 months,
240 paid allowance
days per parent, of
which 90 days non-
transferable
between parents
Timing From 60 days up to |In connection with |Seven weeks 384 days per child
11 days before the |birth or adoption before estimated  |must be used
estimated due-date |until up to 60 due-date and seven |before child’s
working days from |weeks after fourth birthday or
when the child came |childbirth, two before the child has
home after birth or |weeks compulsory |been in adoptive
when the parents before or after parents’ care for
received the child in |childbirth four years, 96 days
their care, parallel to may be postponed
other parent’s until the child turns
parental allowance twelve
Income Sick pay (approx. |Sick pay or basic Sick pay or basic  |Sick pay or basic
compensation 80%) or basic level |level level level for the first
(SEK 250 per day 90 days and for
in 2024) 105 days of the
remaining 150
days, minimum
level for 45 days
(SEK 180 per day
in 2024)
Flexibility Available part-time | Available part-time Available part-time
through reduction |through reduction in through reduction
in working hours  |working hours in working hours
and in a piecemeal
way in up to three
periods each
calendar year, 60
double-days
available during
days during the
first 15 months of
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child’s life

Notes

birth

Multiple births
entitle to ten
working days per
child, two adoptive
parents share the
entitlementAvailable
to non-parents to
support a single
parent who gives

basic level

days prior to

status eligible for

allowance from 60

Pregnant people  |Multiple births
ineligible by reason entitle to 180 days
of employment per child, single

parents entitled to
480 days45 days
transferable to a
non-parent, 90 days

estimated due-date |if transferring
and up to 29 days |parent a single
after childbirth parent

Table 2. The Finnish Parenting Leave System in 20244

Special Pregnancy
Allowance

Pregnancy Allowance

Parental Allowance

Corresponding Leave

Special pregnancy leave

Pregnancy leave

Parental leave

pregnancy allowance
period

the estimated due-date, 2
weeks compulsory

before estimated due-
date and after childbirth

Addressed to Pregnant workers subject| Pregnant parents and Parents
to health risks, whether |parents who have
to them or the foetus, in |recently given birth
employment who cannot
be reassigned to a
different role
Purpose Health and safety Health and safety Childcare
protection protection
Length Up to 40 continuous 160 working days per
working days parent, of which 97 days
non-transferable
between parents
Timing Until the beginning of ~ |From 14-30 days before |Immediately after the

end of pregnancy leave
to ensure 105 continuous
working days’ leave to
parent who gave birth;
immediately after the
child’s birth to second
parent or after adoption
to both parents; available
until the child’s second
birthday or until an
adopted child has been
in the parents’ care for
two years

Income compensation

Sick pay or minimum
flat rate (EUR 31.99 per
day in 2024) for those

Income-related
allowance at 90% or the
minimum flat rate

First 16 working days
for each parent
compensated at an
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without income or income-related

income below a allowance rate of 90%,

minimum threshold remaining days at sick
pay level (70%) or the

minimum flat rate

Flexibility Can be taken
simultaneously by two
parents or parallel to
pregnancy allowance for
up to 18 working days;
available part-time and
in a piecemeal way in up
to four blocks of at least
12 working days

Notes Multiple births entitle
parents to an additional
84 working days per
child, shared equally
between parents63 days
transferable to a non-
parent partner, 126 if
transferring parent a
single parent
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Asetus 64/1917 tyostd teollisuus- ynnd muissa ammateissa [Industrial Work Act 1917]

Laki 132/1919 kauppa-, konttori- ja varastoliikkeiden tydoloista [Act on Shop, Office, and Warehouse Working
Conditions 1919]

Aitiysavustuslaki, L 322/1937 [Maternity Assistance Act]

Sairausvakuutuslaki, L. 364/1963 [Sickness Insurance Act 1963]

Tyosopimuslaki, L 320/1970 [Employment Contract Act 1970]

Laki lasten pdivéhoidosta, L 36/1973 [Act on children’s daycare]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 521/74 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 1086/1977 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 841/1980 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 471/1981 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki lasten kotihoidon tuesta, L 24/1985 [Act on children’s homecare allowance]

Laki tydsopimuslain muuttamisesta, L. 30/1985 [Act amending Employment Contract Act 1970]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 32/1985 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 981/1986 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki tydsopimuslain muuttamisesta, L. 1190/1990 [Act amending Employment Contract Act 1970]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 1324/1990 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 1653/1992 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain 21 ja 23 §:n muuttamisesta, L 1210/1996 [Act amending ss 21 and 23 of Sickness
Insurance Act 1963]

Laki tydsopimuslain muuttamisesta, L 357/1998 [Act amending Employment Contract Act 1970]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain 23 ja 30 §:n muuttamisesta, L 892/2000 [ Act amending ss 23 and 3 of Sickness
Insurance Act 1963]

Tyo6sopimuslaki, L 55/2001 [Employment Contract Act 2001]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta. L 1075/2002 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
Sairausvakuutuslaki, L 1224/2004 [Sickness Insurance Act 2004]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 1342/2006 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004 ]
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Act 2004]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 903/2012 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004]

Laki lasten kotihoidon ja yksityisen hoidon tuesta annetun lain muuttamisesta, L 975/2013 [Act amending an
Act on children’s homecare and private care allowance]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 1658/2015 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004]
Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 6/2017 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta ja viliaikaisesta muuttamisesta, L 1319/2018 [Act amending and
temporarily amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004]

Laki sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta, L 28/2022 [Act amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004]
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Laki tydsopimuslain muuttamisesta, L 32/2022 [Act amending Employment Contract Act 2001]
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Lag angdende minderérigas och qvinnors anvdndande till arbete i industrielt yrke, SFS 1900:75 [Act on minor
children and women employed in industrial work]

Lag om arbetarskydd, SFS 1912:206 [Workers’ Protection Act]
Forordning om moderskapsunderstdd, SFS 1931:281 [Decree on maternity allowance]
Forordning om moderskapshjélp, SFS 1937:338 [Decree on maternity allowance]

Lag om forbud mot arbetstagares avskedande i anledning av dktenskap eller havandeskap m.m., SFS 1945:884
[Act prohibiting dismissal of employees due to marriage or pregnancy|

Lag om allmén sjukforsdkring, SFS 1947:1 [General Health Insurance Act]

Lag om moderskapshjilp, SFS 1954:266 [Maternity Assistance Act]

Lag om allmén forsdkring, SFS 1962: 381 [General Insurance Act 1962]

Lag om andring i lagen om allmin forsdkring, SFS 1973:473 [Act amending General Insurance Act 1962]
Lag om rétt till fordldraledighet, SFS 1976:280 [Parental Leave Act 1976]

Lag om ritt till ledighet for vard av barn, SFS 1978:410 [Parental Leave Act 1978]

Lag (SFS 1979:644) om éndring i lagen om allmén forsékring [Act amending General Insurance Act 1962]
Lag (SFS 1985:87) om dndring i lagen om allmén forsdkring [Act amending General Insurance Act 1962]
Jamstélldhetslag 1991:433 [Equality Act]

Foréldraledighetslag, SFS 1995:584 [Parental Leave Act 1995]

Lag om andring i fordldraledighetslagen, SFS 2000:580 [Act amending Parental Leave Act 1995]

Lag om kommunalt vardnadsbidrag, SFS 2008:307 [Act on municipal childcare allowance]

Lag om jamstélldhetsbonus, SFS 2008:313 [Act on equality bonus]

Socialforsékringsbalk, SFS 2010:110 [Social Insurance Code 2010]

Lag om dndring i socialforsékringsbalken, SFS 2013:999 [Act amending Social Insurance Code 2010].
Lag om dndring i socialforsékringsbalken, SFS 2015:674 [Act amending Social Insurance Code 2010].
Lag om éndring i socialforsékringsbalken, SFS 2018:1952 [Act amending Social Insurance Code 2010]
Lag om andring i socialforsiakringsbalken, SFS 2023:905 [Act amending Social Insurance Code 2010]

Case Law

European Union
C-184/83 Ulrich Hofmann v Barmer Ersatzkasse [1984] ECR 3047

White Papers
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Finland

Komiteamietint naimisissa olevien naisten ansiotyostd. KM 1948:9 [A committee report on married women’s
paid employment].

Naisten asemaa tutkivan komitean mietinté. KM 1970:A8 [Report of the Committee on the position of women].

Aitiysloma- ja itiysrahajirjestelmin kehittimistoimikunnan mietintd. KM 1975:92 [Report of the committee
for developing the maternity leave and maternity allowance system].

Isdtoimikunnan mietintd. KM 1999:1 [Report of the Daddy Committee]

Sweden

Betidnkande av familjestodsutredningen. ‘Fordldraforsidkring.” SOU 1978:39 [Report of the family support
investigation, ‘Parental insurance’].

Beténkande av foréldraforsiakringsutredning. ‘Enklare foréldraforsidkring.” SOU 1982:36 [Reprot of the parental
insurance investigation, ‘Simpler parental insurance’].

En sirskilda arbetsgruppen om papporna, barnen och arbetslivet. ‘For barnens skull. Delrapport frén
regeringens Pappagrupp.” Socialdepartementet, 1993 [Working group on fathers, children and working life,
‘For the sake of the children. Interim report from the government's Fathers' Group’].

Betidnkande av fordldraforsakringsutredningen. ‘Reformerad fordldraforsdkring — Kérlek, omvérdnad,
trygghet.” SOU 2005:73 [Report of the paternal insurance investigation, ‘Reformed parental insurance — love,
care, security’].

Forsédkringskassan. ‘Jamstélldhetsbonusen — en effektutvardering. Socialforsékringsrapport 2010:5.”
Forsdkringskassan, 2010 [The equality bonus — an impact assessment. Social security report].

Inspektionen for socialforsédkringen. ‘Ett jimstallt uttag? Reformer inom foraldraforsékringen. Rapport 2012:4.
ISF, 2012 [An equal withdrawal? Parental insurance reforms. Report].

Regeringskansliet. ‘Det kommunala vardnadsbidraget avskaffas.” Ds 2015:9 [The municipal care allowance is
abolished].

Regeringskansliet. ‘Storre flexibilitet i forédldrapenningen — utdkade mojligheter att anvdnda dubbeldagar.’
S2023/01375 [Greater flexibility in parental allowance — increased opportunities to use double days].

Legislative Proposals

Finland

Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle sairausvakuutuslaiksi ja erdiksi siihen liittyviksi laeiksi. HE 129/1962 vp [The
Government’s proposal to the Parliament for a sickness insurance act and some related laws].

Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle tydsopimuslaiksi ja laiksi huoneenvuokralain muuttamiseksi. HE 228/1969 vp
[The Government’s proposal to the Parliament for an employment contract act and an act for changing the
residential rental act]

Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle laiksi sairausvakuutuslain muuttamista. HE 55/1974 vp [The Government’s
proposal to the Parliament for a act amending Sickness Insurance Act 1963]

Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle laiksi sairausvakuutuslain muuttamisesta. HE 207/1977 [The Government’s
bill to the Parliament for an act amending the Sickness Insurance Act 1963]

Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle laiksi sairausvakuutuslain 23 §:n muuttamisesta. HE 131/1979 vp [The
Government’s bill to the Parliament for a act amending s 23 of Sickness Insurance Act 1963]
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Hallituksen esitys Eduskunnalle laiksi tydsopimuslain muuttamisesta. HE 37/1998 [The Government’s bill to
the Parliament for an act amending Employment Contract Act 1970]

Hallituksen esitys eduskunnalle laiksi lasten kotihoidon ja yksityisen hoidon tuesta annetun lain muuttamisesta.
HE 129/2013 vp [The Government’s bill to the Parliament for an act amending the Act on children’s homecare
and private care allowance]

Hallituksen esitys eduskunnalle laeiksi sairausvakuutuslain, tydsopimuslain ja varhaiskasvatuslain
muuttamisesta sekd niihin liittyviksi laeiksi. HE 129/2021 vp [The Government’s bill to the Parliament for Acts
amending Sickness Insurance Act 2004, Employment Contract Act 2001 and Early Education Act and for
related acts]

Sweden

Kungl. Maj;ts proposition angdende forbattrade familjeférmaner inom den allménna foérsiakringen. Prop. 1973
:47 [Royal Majesty’s bill regarding improved family benefits within the general insurance system]

Regeringens proposition om utbyggnad av fordldraforsakringen. Prop. 1976 /77:117 [The Government’s bill on
the expansion of parental insurance]

Regeringens proposition om foréldrautbildning och forbéttringar av fordldraforsékringen. Prop. 1978 /79:168
[The government's bill on parental education and improvements to parental insurance]

Regeringens proposition om forbattringar inom foridldraforsakringen havandeskapspenningen och vissa regler
inom sjukpenningforsékringen. Prop. 1984 /85:78 [The Government's bill on improvements to parental
insurance, pregnancy allowance and certain rules within sickness insurance]

Regeringens proposition om ny fordldraledighetslag. Prop. 1994 /95:207 [The Government’s bill on a new
parental leave act]

Regeringens proposition om obligatorisk mammaledighet. Prop. 1999 /2000:87 [The Government’s bill on
compulsory maternity leave]

Regeringens proposition om fordldraforsékring och fordldraledighet. Prop. 2000 /01:44 [The Government’s bill
on parental insurance and parental leave]

Regeringens proposition om vérdnadsbidrag — familjepolitisk reform. Prop. 2007 /08:91 [The Government’s
bill on childcare allowance — a family political reform]

Regeringens proposition om jamstélldhetsbonus — familjepolitisk reform. Prop. 2007 /08:93 [The
Government’s bill on an equality bonus — a family political reform]

Regeringens proposition om forbattringar inom familjepolitiken. Prop. 2010 /11:146 [The Government’s bill on
improvements to family policy]

Regeringens proposition om nya éldersgranser och 6kad flexibilitet i fordldraforsédkringen. Prop. 2013 /14:4
[The Government's bill on new age limits and increased flexibility in parental insurance]

Regeringens proposition om en mer jamstélld fordldrapenning. Prop. 2014 /15:124 [The Government’s bill for
a more equal parental allowance]

Regeringens proposition om fordldrapenning for fler familjekonstellationer och reserverad grundniva. Prop.
2017 /18:276 [The Government’s bill on parental allowance for more family constellations and reserved basic
level]

Regeringens proposition om genomférande av balansdirektivet. Prop. 2021 /22:175 [The Government’s bill for
implementing the Balance Directive]

Notes

1 A Haataja, ‘Pohjoismainen ansaitsija-hoivaajamalli: Ruotsin ja Suomen perhevapaajérjestelmén vertailu,” Sosiaali- ja
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