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Abstract
With increasing union dissolution and changing gender behaviour, questions have 
emerged about possible links between gender equality and union stability. The aim 
of this article is to examine whether and how early fathers’ involvement in child-
rearing is associated with union dissolution in three Nordic countries. All three 
countries have reserved part of their parental leave to be used by one parent in order 
to promote fathers’ engagement in child-rearing. Our analysis uses fathers’ paren-
tal leave as a proxy for his involvement, and we distinguish between fathers who 
take no leave (“non-conforming fathers”), fathers who take only the reserved part 
(“policy-conforming fathers”) and fathers who take more than the reserved part 
(“gender-egalitarian-oriented fathers”). We find that couples in which the father uses 
parental leave have a lower risk of union dissolution than couples in which the father 
takes no leave. The pattern is consistent for all countries, for the whole study period 
1993–2011, and for cohabiting and married couples. However, we do not find sup-
port for asserting that the couples with greatest gender equality, in which fathers 
take longer leave than the policy reserves, are the most stable unions, as the pattern 
is not uniform in the three countries. We attribute this to the fact that gender equality 
within the family in the Nordic countries is still an ongoing process, and the rela-
tionship between gender behaviour and union stability is still in flux.

Keywords  Union dissolution · Gender behaviour · Father involvement · Parental 
leave · Nordic countries

 *	 Trude Lappegård 
	 trude.lappegard@sosgeo.uio.no

1	 University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway
2	 Stockholm University, Stockholm, Sweden
3	 Statistics Norway, Oslo, Norway
4	 University of Iceland, Reykjavík, Iceland

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10680-019-09518-z&domain=pdf


2	 T. Lappegård et al.

1 3

1  Introduction

With increasing union dissolution and changing gender behaviour, questions 
have emerged about possible links between gender behaviour and union stability. 
Theoretical explanations have changed over time. In the past, women’s economic 
dependence on their spouses was said to be an important reason for union stabil-
ity, and increasing risks of union dissolution were linked to increasing female 
employment. The reason brought forth to support this assumption is that women 
in paid work are less economically dependent on their partner and have less to 
gain from marriage, and this increases the risk of divorce (Becker 1981). With 
increasing female employment and greater request for gender equality in society, 
the focus shifted from the role of women’s participation in the labour market to 
men’s participation in family work. The gender revolution theory links union dis-
solution risks to the stalled progress in men’s behaviour regarding family obliga-
tions (Goldscheider et al. 2015). It postulates that a more equal sharing of family 
responsibilities relieves women of the triple burden of employment, household 
work and care, leads to greater couple satisfaction and to closer ties between the 
children and their father. This in turn results in a higher threshold for couples to 
dissolve their relationship (Goldscheider et al. 2015).

The Nordic countries have a long tradition of promoting gender equality. With 
the explicit goal to reach gender equality, family policies have actively supported 
employment of mothers with young children. These have been complemented by 
policy amendments aiming at fathers’ earlier involvement in child-rearing and 
at changing the gendered division of unpaid work and care towards a gender-
equal sharing of family responsibilities in general (Duvander and Lammi-Taskula 
2011). To this end, the Nordic countries reserved a part of their gender-neutral 
parental leave to be used by one parent only, and this part may not be used by 
the other parent. This is intended as an incentive for fathers to take parental leave 
and start sharing child-rearing early on. Policies may also have consequences for 
areas of life that are not explicitly addressed when the policy is implemented and 
are thus also often overlooked by researchers investigating policy effects. One 
such aspect is the relationship between the use of parental leave and union dis-
solution. The point of departure for this study is to assess whether the theoretical 
postulation that greater gender equality within the family has a stabilizing effect 
on the union holds with respect to sharing parental leave between the parents.

The aim is to examine this relationship in three Nordic countries—Iceland, 
Norway and Sweden. The fact that part of the parental leave in these countries 
is reserved to each parent, thus exclusively to be used by the father (and the 
mother), offers the unique opportunity to explore how fathers taking no leave, 
only the reserved leave or more than the reserved leave is associated with union 
dissolution. This also offers us the opportunity to reflect on the role of policies 
as social norms and thus add a policy perspective to the theoretical assumptions 
about the links between gender equality and union dissolution. Iceland, Nor-
way and Sweden rank highest on measures of gender equality. They also have 
similar family policies, similar high levels of female labour-force participation 
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and relatively similar political and social conditions as well as similar patterns 
of family dynamics. We use administrative registers of the whole populations 
of (men and women) in Iceland, Norway and Sweden to consider leave used by 
fathers as a proxy for their involvement in child-rearing—measured here in the 
first 18 months after the first child is born. In all three countries, parents receive 
financial compensation during parental leave that replaces between about 80 and 
100% of their previous income. Reserving part of the leave for one parent started 
as a unique Nordic feature more than 20 years ago first in Norway, followed by 
Sweden and Iceland, and although the reserved shares of the leave varied over 
time and across countries, studies show fathers use the reserved leave (Dahl 
et al. 2014; Duvander and Johansson 2012; Arnalds et al. 2011). In the two other 
Nordic countries, Denmark and Finland, policies have been less consistent with 
respect to reserving part of the parental leave for the father.

Following the implementation of a reserved part of the parental leave, the tak-
ing of leave by fathers developed into a social norm in all three countries. Fathers 
are expected to take at least the reserved part of the leave, and the vast majority of 
fathers nowadays does so. In the present study, we group couples according to their 
different policy-related behaviour. Fathers who take no leave represent “non-pol-
icy-norm” behaviour, and since taking leave is a social norm, justification for such 
behaviour is often expected. Fathers who take up to their reserved part represent 
“policy-norm”-conforming behaviour, while fathers taking more than their reserved 
part represent “gender-egalitarian” behaviour. By examining union dissolution 
among these groups, we provide new insights into how a policy with the explicit aim 
to change the division of care and unpaid responsibilities within the family is associ-
ated with union stability. By replicating our analysis in three contexts, we provide 
evidence that the postulated relationship between early father involvement and union 
stability has a general application, but we also show that the assumption that greater 
gender equality is associated with more union stability needs to be more nuanced.

2 � Theoretical Considerations

Two main theories have dominated the interpretation of the relationship between 
gender equality and union stability. One theory focuses on the changing gender com-
position of the labour market, the other one on gender (in)equality in the family. We 
add a third approach to these, namely a political perspective of the tension between 
norms induced by a policy and gender-egalitarian norms prevalent in society. We 
briefly outline each of these and how they are related to each other.

2.1 � Women’s Labour‑Force Participation and Union Dissolution

The theoretical assumptions about women’s employment and union stability start 
from the notion of gender inequality in the family as a prevailing social norm and 
the economic gains from it. In traditional male breadwinner-female caregiver socie-
ties, gender specialization is said to increase couples’ mutual dependence, and this 
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in turn is seen as maintaining union stability (Becker 1981). Women’s increasing 
labour-force participation is argued to empower women economically and to reduce 
their dependence upon men (Oppenheimer 1994). This poses a threat to the benefits 
of specialization and increases the risk of divorce (Becker 1985; for a critical view 
of this assumption, see Oppenheimer 1994, 1997; for a discussion Cooke 2006).

From an intra-couple perspective, Breen and Cooke (2005) argue that when both 
men and women participate in the labour market, the division of paid and unpaid 
work becomes the result of negotiations between the spouses. Women’s economic 
empowerment increases their bargaining power and this may have two conse-
quences: either men cooperate more in family work and this will contribute to the 
sustainability of the union, or men are non-cooperative and this will increase divorce 
risks. Breen and Cooke (2005) furthermore maintain that only an increase in the 
share of women with sufficient economic autonomy to threaten non-cooperative 
men with divorce will lead to a change in men’s gender ideology and in the division 
of household work within a society.

2.2 � The Gender Revolution and Union Dissolution

The gender revolution theory (Goldscheider et al. 2015) focuses on family dynam-
ics and relates union dissolution to two phases of change in the gender behaviour of 
women and men. According to this theory, the first phase of the gender revolution is 
characterized by a dramatic increase in female employment and a gain in women’s 
financial autonomy. Despite women’s breadwinning contributions to the family, the 
gender division of work within the family remains largely unchanged. This multi-
plies the burden on women, weakens the family and increases the risks of union 
dissolution.

The second phase of the gender revolution is characterized by men taking on 
more or the same domestic obligations as women. The theory predicts that this 
leads to a new work–life balance and a more gender-equal relationship between the 
partners, resulting in greater union stability (Goldscheider et al. 2015). Similarly to 
Breen and Cooke (2005), the gender revolution theory attributes the risk of union 
dissolution in the second stage of the gender revolution to men remaining non-coop-
erative, while during the first stage of the gender revolution, the risk of union disso-
lution is mainly attributed to women’s increasing employment.

Researchers of the labour-market-centred as well as of the gender-revolution-cen-
tred approaches argue that the dynamics between women’s increased labour-force 
participation, men’s sharing of household work and union dissolution may depend 
on the social and policy context (Breen and Cooke 2005; Cooke 2006; Goldscheider 
et al. 2015). Several studies of union dissolution in different countries support their 
assumption (Cooke 2006; Sigle-Rushton 2010; Oláh 2001). Cooke et al.’s investiga-
tion of divorce risks in eleven Western countries reveals that the stabilizing effect of 
a gendered division of labour has ebbed, yet still differs across policy contexts: in 
liberal and gender-conservative countries, wives’ employment has no or an elevat-
ing effect on divorce risks, but in countries with policies supporting gender equality, 
wives’ employment is negatively associated with divorce risk (Cooke et al. 2013).
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2.3 � Policy Norms, Gender Norms and Union Dissolution

The theoretical and empirical work by scholars outlined above suggests that poli-
cies set the frame for women’s employment, for negotiating a more gender-equal 
sharing of family obligations among the partners, and for men’s involvement in 
domestic work. One policy that directly affects the gender division of family work 
and employment is parental leave, that is, paid leave from employment to care for 
a newly born child during the first year(s) of his or her life. It has usually been 
mothers who took this leave. To provide an incentive for fathers to take leave 
and initiate a more gender-equal division of parental leave and subsequent child-
rearing, several countries have reserved part of the parental leave for one parent, 
and this part may not be used by the other parent. Such a reserved part of parental 
leave poses a challenge to the theoretical assumptions about women’s employ-
ment, men’s family work, gender equality and union dissolution, for the employ-
ment-centred and the gender-revolution-centred theories assume that the changes 
in gender behaviour are part of a social development and occur without direct 
state intervention. The reserved part of the parental leave to fathers may generate 
a tension between the politically assigned option for a more gender-equal division 
of care and the existing social norms regarding gender and care. This may alter 
the theoretically assumed relationship between gender (in)equality and union 
dissolution. The direction of the change may depend on the construction of the 
parental leave and on the gender norms in society.

The introduction of a reserved part of the parental leave may foster a faster 
development towards more gender-equal norms in society at large. The reserved 
part leads to a new norm of fatherly behaviour regarding parental leave. It eases 
intra-couple negotiations about whether the father should or should not take 
leave and it bestows each partner with the legal right to request and take at least 
the politically allocated part. Couples in which fathers take more leave than the 
reserved part go beyond this policy norm and strive for a more gender-egalitarian 
ideal. The gender revolution theorists would argue that this strengthens the union 
and reduces the risk of union dissolution (Goldscheider et  al. 2015). The more 
employment-centred researchers would contend that it only strengthens the union 
if gender egalitarianism is ideologically and practically shared by the majority 
of the population (Breen and Cooke 2005); otherwise, it would put pressure on 
the couple and increase the risk of break-up. In essence, we may conclude that 
the risk of union dissolution associated with the father taking the reserved part 
or more may depend on the match or mismatch between the leave policy and 
gender-egalitarian norms in society. From a policy perspective, we may there-
fore conclude that the dynamics between the changing gender relationships in 
employment and the family and union dissolution is intersected by existing poli-
cies as well as by existing norms regarding sharing of parental leave between par-
ents. Both may change over time, and this may alter their association with union 
dynamics. Theoretically and empirically, these interdependent dynamics need to 
be considered when looking at the relationship between fathers’ use of leave and 
union dissolution.
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3 � Empirical Investigations and Assumptions

According to the theoretical assumptions of the employment-centred and gender-
revolution-centred approaches, fathers’ use of parental leave in societies that have 
progressed beyond the first phase of the gender revolution should strengthen the 
union and reduce divorce risks. The reasons given for this are manifold and concern 
primarily the influence that fathers’ use of parental leave has on a more gender-equal 
sharing of work and care between the partners and their relationship to each other. 
Although we are not able to investigate these factors with our data, we briefly refer 
to them in order to link them to our hypotheses. Because our empirical investigation 
concentrates on Nordic countries, we limit this review to findings from them.

First, studies in these countries reveal differences with respect to fathers’ work-
time allocation, the division of care for sick children, and mothers’ earnings, 
depending on the use of parental leave. Fathers who take parental leave in Sweden 
reduce their working hours after their leave (Duvander and Jans 2009). Yet, there 
is only a minor effect of fathers’ use of the reserved part on the division of care for 
sick children (Duvander and Johansson 2018). Several studies report that parental 
leave decreases the future earnings of both parents, but the dynamic of mothers’ 
and fathers’ earnings development differs (Evertssson 2016; Johansson 2010). A 
Norwegian study finds an incremental negative effect on fathers’ earnings since the 
introduction of the reserved part of the leave. This is consistent with the increase in 
fathers’ uptake of parental leave since then (Rege and Solli 2013). In all cases, the 
loss of income is small so that we may assume that fathers’ use of leave does not 
expose the couple to financial strains that may increase the risk of union dissolution. 
On the contrary, since fathers’ use of leave has a positive effect on women’s wages 
and is also associated with fathers’ engaging more in household work and care, we 
may assume that fathers’ use of parental leave reduces a couple’s risk of break-up.

Second, the theories also predict that a more gender-equal allocation of domes-
tic duties results in greater couple satisfaction. Studies for Norway confirm this 
assumption. They report fewer conflicts over the division of household chores 
even more than a decade after the introduction of the reserved part for fathers 
(Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011), and a higher relationship quality for women in 
couples with a more gender-equal sharing of household work (Barstad 2014). A 
Swedish study corroborates the link between women’s satisfaction with the shar-
ing of household duties and lower union dissolution risks (Ruppanner et al. 2018), 
while another one finds that men’s satisfaction with the division of parental leave 
is associated with couple satisfaction and union stability (Brandén et al. 2016).

Third, studies furthermore demonstrate that fathers who take parental leave are 
more satisfied with their relationship with their children than those who do not 
(Haas and Hwang 2008). They may also stay more involved with their children 
later on (Kruk 2010; Duvander and Jans 2009). Having a close relationship to 
one’s children may make it more difficult for a parent to dissolve a union, even in 
the Nordic countries where joint custody is norm.

Overall, these studies confirm that fathers’ parental leave use may strengthen 
intra-family relationships and thus decrease the risk of union dissolution. In the 
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light of these empirical findings and our theoretical considerations regarding 
fathers’ use of parental leave and union dissolution, we formulate the following 
hypothesis:

H1  Couples in which the father takes parental leave are at lower risk of union dis-
solution than couples in which the father does not take leave.

We argued above that whether a longer leave is associated with a lower risk 
of union dissolution than a shorter leave is a contentious matter. The aim of the 
policy, namely that fathers take the reserved part, and the fact that this part may 
be lost if not taken may provide assurance and protection, while longer leaves 
may need to be negotiated more intensely and may entail greater unease and inse-
curity, e.g. regarding employment and careers. This may burden and jeopardize a 
partnership, so that one may conjecture that if the father takes longer leaves than 
the reserved part, the couple is more at risk of breaking-up.

By contrast, if a gender-equal division of care is regarded as the fair sharing 
in a society, then a more equal sharing should lower the risk of union dissolu-
tion. This assumption is backed by the gender revolution theory which infers that 
more gender equality in the family strengthens unions. Findings about the long-
term implications of fathers’ parental leave, such as a more gender-equal division 
of work, more relationship satisfaction with fathers’ more intense involvement 
in care, or the closer father–child connection through fathers’ parental leave (see 
above) support these claims. Fathers who take more leave than the reserved part 
may also be more family-oriented and/or they may be more committed to a more 
equal sharing of family obligations in general. We therefore assume that:

H2  Couples in which the father has taken more parental leave than the reserved part 
have a lower risk of union dissolution than couples in which the father takes leave 
only up to the reserved part.

In the Nordic countries, many cohabitants live in long-term relationships and 
cohabitation has become an accepted way of life not only for childless couples but 
also for those with children (Lappegård and Noack 2015). Nonetheless, cohabit-
ing couples are a more diverse group than married couples (Hiekel et al. 2014). 
Besides, cohabitation is generally less stable than marriage, even if the couple 
has children, and cohabitants are less satisfied with their relationship than mar-
ried couples (Wiik et al. 2012). In the Nordic countries, many couples marry after 
the transition to parenthood (Holland 2013; Perelli-Harris et  al. 2012). Couples 
who are married at the time of the first birth might be more traditional than cou-
ples who marry later and may thus be more inclined to divide their parental leave 
in a conventional way. By contrast, cohabitants may be more unconventional and 
regard a more equal sharing of parental leave as pursuant to their ideals and their 
lifestyle. Cohabitants may also need to invest more in their relationship to stay 
together. We argue that greater father’s involvement and a more gender-equal use 
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of parental leave have a stronger protective role among cohabitants than among 
spouses, and we therefore presume that:

H3  The association between fathers’ length of parental leave and the risk of union 
dissolution is stronger among cohabiting couples than among married couples.

In our theoretical reflections, we indicated that the effect of fathers’ use of paren-
tal leave may change over time. This may be due to how prevalent gender-egalitarian 
norms were at the time of the policy implementation and how they developed subse-
quently. It may also be connected to who was eligible or was making use of the pol-
icy option at its onset and later on, and it may be linked to policy changes over time. 
For example, at the time of its introduction Norwegian fathers’ eligibility was tied 
to the mothers’ eligibility and thus not universal. Duvander and Johansson (2018) 
show for Sweden that the implementation of the reserved part led to take up by mid-
dle and lower educated fathers, so that they caught up with the highly educated who, 
to some extent, had already made use of the option for leave offered by the gen-
der-neutral parental leave law even before the reserved part was enacted. Duvander 
and Johansson (2012) find that the introduction of the reserved part had a greater 
mobilizing effect on fathers than its extension later on. The introduction was long 
overdue, and many other areas in society had come much further regarding gender 
equality. This suggests that the risk of union dissolution in the first period after the 
reserved part was introduced may differ from that in later periods, and we state:

H4  The association between fathers’ use of the parental leave and the risk of 
union dissolution will diminish with time since the reserved part of the leave was 
introduced.

Our examples and argumentation suggest that the fathers’ use of parental leave 
may play out differently in the three countries, due to differences in the time 
of implementation, in policy regulations, policy discourse, and gender context. 
Although the three countries have strong norms towards gender equality and fathers’ 
involvement, there are differences in the consistency of the norms and the pace of 
the development of the norms. Due to these and to the regulations in the three coun-
tries, the proportion of fathers taking parental leave differs across the countries.

Norway was the first country to reserve part of the leave for one parent. How-
ever, a large proportion of fathers did not make use of this option at the beginning, 
so that family behaviour with regard to sharing of parental leave was initially 
polarized. In Sweden with its more consistent orientation towards gender equal-
ity, a larger share of fathers were using parental leave even before the reserved 
part was introduced, and expectations about fathers’ taking leave were widely 
present. The fathers using parental leave were thus less of a select group than in 
Norway. When Iceland implemented its reserved part, it scored already high on 
gender equality, e.g. female employment, and fathers immediately embraced the 
possibility to take parental leave (Arnalds et al. 2011) (Fig. 1). Given the different 
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developments of a reserved part of leave and of gender equality, one may there-
fore assume that there are differences in the association between fathers’ use 
of parental leave and union dissolution in the three countries. Therefore, we 
hypothesize:

H5  The association between fathers’ use of parental leave and the risk of union dis-
solution is weaker in Sweden than in Iceland and Norway.
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Fig. 1   Fathers’ use of parental leave by birth year of first child. Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Percent
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4 � The Nordic Parental Leave Programme

The paid parental leave systems in Iceland, Norway and Sweden are quite similar 
with respect to their aims and basic principles, but there are also some distinct dif-
ferences. The Nordic countries are often described as welfare states that use policies 
to support a dual-earner–carer family model (Sainsbury 1996; Ferrarini and Duvan-
der 2010; Eydal and Gíslason 2011). The parental leave programme grants parents 
the right to stay at home with their children after birth without suffering financially 
or losing their jobs. Parents receive financial compensation during the leave period 
(see below) and have the legal right to return to their jobs afterwards. Today the total 
length of parental leave is 49 or 59 weeks in Norway depending on the level of the 
income compensation; in Sweden, it is 56 weeks with income-related benefit and 
12 weeks with a low flat rate, and Iceland has a parental leave of 35 weeks of leave 
(for a summary of the three policy contexts, see Table  1). In all three countries, 
for reasons of gender equality (Duvander and Lammi-Taskula 2011), the leave is 
divided into three parts: one part is reserved for the father, one for the mother, and 
one may be shared between the parents as they wish (for detailed description of the 
leave policies and its development, see annual updates at leave​netwo​rk.org).

The issue of reserving a part of the leave for fathers was debated in Sweden in 
the 1970s already (Cedstrand 2011), but was not implemented until 1995. At the 
time of implementation, the reserved part in Sweden was 4 weeks; it was extended 
to 8 weeks in 2002 and 12 weeks in 2016. The reserved part in Norway was intro-
duced in 1993, and as in Sweden, it was 4 weeks when initially implemented. From 
2005, it was extended incrementally, first to 5 weeks in 2005, then to 6 weeks in 
2006, 10 weeks in 2009, 12 weeks in 2011 and 14 weeks in 2013. After a change 

Table 1   Overview of the policy context in Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Source: Eydal and Gíslason 
(2008), Cedstrand (2011), Brandth and Kvande (2017); www.leave​netwo​rk.org

Changes not included in the study period marked in italic

Iceland Norway Sweden

Parental leave
 Introduced 1981 1978 1974
 Current length/rate of 

income compensa-
tion

35 weeks/75% 
compensation

49 weeks/100% compensa-
tion or

56 weeks/80% compensa-
tion and

59 weeks/80% compensation 12 weeks/low flat rate
Reserved part to fathers
 Introduction/changes 2001: 4 weeks 1993: 4 weeks 1995: 4 weeks

2002: 8 weeks 2005: 5 weeks 2002: 8 weeks
2003: 12 weeks 2006: 6 weeks 2016: 12 weeks

2009: 10 weeks
2011: 12 weeks
2013: 14 weeks
2014: 10 weeks
2018: 15 weeks

https://www.leavenetwork.org/
http://www.leavenetwork.org
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of government, the reserved part was reduced to 10 weeks in 2014, but extended to 
15 weeks in 2018. In Iceland, the reserved part was introduced in 4-week increments 
over a 3-year period (2001–2003) up to the current 12 weeks and was divided into 
three equal parts from the beginning. The radical policy of 3 months reserved for 
each parent made Iceland the leading country as regards gender equality (Eydal and 
Gíslason 2011; Arnalds et al. 2011).

There is extensive variation in fathers’ use of parental leave (see Fig. 1) across 
the countries. The general tendency in all countries is that more fathers are taking 
leave and that they are taking longer leaves. Iceland still has the largest proportion of 
fathers taking leave, Norway the largest proportion of fathers not taking leave, and 
Sweden the largest proportion of fathers taking more than the reserved part.

Income compensation is around 80% of a parent’s previous income, up to a rela-
tively high earnings ceiling in all three countries. In Norway, parents have the option 
to receive 100% income compensation, if they choose the shorter, 49 weeks of leave. 
This is the preferred option among parents in Norway. For earnings above the ceil-
ing, there are often collective agreements supplementing the benefit with extra pay-
ment to compensate, partly or wholly, for any loss of income. In Iceland, income 
compensation was reduced to 75% for parents with income above a fixed ceiling in 
2010, in response to the financial crisis. The ceiling had already been lowered in 
2009 to an amount well below the mean monthly regular salary for men in that same 
year, which resulted in fathers taking less leave (Eydal and Gíslason 2014).

Fathers’ eligibility for parental leave varies somewhat across the three coun-
tries. In both Sweden and Iceland, all parents are included in the parental leave pro-
gramme. Parents with no earnings prior to their leave receive a low flat rate benefit. 
In Norway, eligibility for parental leave benefit is dependent on employment prior 
to childbirth. Until 2000, the father’s eligibility for parental leave benefit in Norway 
was also dependent on the mother’s employment prior to childbirth, but after that, 
fathers gained an individual right to parental leave, except for the reserved part of 
the leave, which is still dependent on the mother’s employment. In Norway, moth-
ers who are not entitled to income-related leave benefit receive a lump-sum, tax-free 
cash payment on the birth of the child (Brandth and Kvande 2017).

The parental leave programme in all countries is flexible to allow parents to 
arrange it according to their care and employment needs. A parent does not need 
to take all the leave at once, but may alternate with the other parent or parents may 
even divide the week between them. In Sweden and Iceland, parents may also com-
bine paid and unpaid days of leave and take half-day leave. This flexibility is widely 
used by parents (Duvander and Viklund 2014) and results in great variation in total 
leave length. Unlike in Norway and Sweden, parents in Iceland have the opportunity 
to take leave at the same time and this option is often used (Arnalds et al. 2011).

5 � Data and Methods

We use data from the national population registers that cover the whole population. 
Each resident has a unique identification number. This allows us to link data from 
different administrative registers, and we construct data sets that contain longitudinal 
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information on union status. The data cover almost 20 years and include the period 
1993–2011. Most importantly, we have information on the use of parental leave, and 
we focus on the period in which there has been a reserved part of the parental leave 
for fathers in each country. This means that the period observed is shorter in Iceland 
than in Norway and Sweden. The samples contain cohabiting and married couples 
who have their first child together. We have excluded couples with children born 
abroad and couples with multiple births from the sample.

We make use of a discrete-time hazard model in which we estimate the associa-
tion between fathers’ use of parental leave and the risk of parents dissolving their 
union. The estimated risk reflects both the timing and the quantum of the event we 
study. We start following couples when they have their first child together, and we 
only consider parental leave taken for the first child. The couples may have addi-
tional children during the exposure time, but we do not consider the use of paren-
tal leave for these children because it will create endogeneity problems. In general, 
there is a similar pattern in the use of parental leave but first-child parents share 
somewhat more equally than higher-parity parents (Sundström and Duvander 2002; 
Lappegård 2010). Although there is a possibility that some couples may change 
their use of parental leave between parities, we consider the use of leave in connec-
tion with the first birth to be a good proxy for fathers’ involvement in general.

We start the clock at t3, where t1 is defined as the year of birth of the couple’s 
first common child. Couples are followed until the union dissolves, t12 or 2011 
(2012 in Sweden) whatever comes first. We also stop following the couples if one 
of the parents dies or moves abroad. The reason for starting at t3 is the manner in 
which union status is defined. We have annual information about union status, which 
means that if there is a change in union status from 1 year to the next year, we do not 
know at what point during the year the change has occurred. There may also be a lag 
in the registration of people’s residential addresses, which means that some cohabit-
ing couples are not officially registered as cohabiting until the year after the child is 
born. In order to have the most accurate information about union status at the time 
of the birth, we use the year after the birth (t2) for measuring the union status. This 
means that we miss any union dissolution that occurs during the first year after the 
child is born, which is less than 5%.

The use of parental leave by fathers is our main explanatory variable. We dis-
tinguish between three groups of users: fathers who take no leave, fathers who 
take leave but not more than the reserved part and fathers who take more than the 
reserved part. Note that the reserved part changed over time in all countries (see 
Table 1), and this implies that both the “reserved part” and “more than the reserved 
part” changed accordingly. To make sure we capture the major part of the use of 
parental leave when the child still needs much care, we measure the use of the leave 
up to 18 months after the child is born. This time window is especially important 
for Sweden, which has the longest leave period; in order to maintain a comparative 
design, we choose this time window for all three countries. We only include the 
parents of children born between January and June. Since leave is measured until the 
child turns 18 months, we only include the parents of children born between January 
and June of t1, with the clock for observing union dissolution subsequently starting 
t3. We do this to avoid endogeneity, as including parents of children born between 
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July and December of t1 would also imply measuring use of parental leave until the 
first semester of t3, which is after we started the clock.

The couples may have additional children during the exposure time, and the num-
ber of children is included as a time-varying variable. We control for the ages of the 
parents, whether the parents were born abroad, union status at first birth (cohab-
iting or married at t2), education (measured the year before the first birth), and 
time period in which the first birth occurs. The time period of the first birth differs 
somewhat across countries, and the first period includes the year when the reserved 
part of the leave was introduced in each country. Although some cohabitants may 
marry after they have their first child, we only consider whether there are differences 
between couples cohabiting or married at the time they had their first child. Unfortu-
nately, as we do not have information about duration of partnerships among cohab-
itors before the first birth, we do not control of duration of partnerships in our mod-
els. For descriptive statistics of all variables included in the analysis, see Table 2.

6 � Results

Table 3 shows the risks of union dissolution for couples with at least one child in 
Iceland, Norway and Sweden. We are primarily interested in the connection with 
fathers’ use of parental leave (see Fig. 2). The overall picture is similar in all coun-
tries: couples in which the father has taken any parental leave have a lower risk of 
union dissolution than couples in which the father has not taken leave. This supports 
hypothesis 1 and confirms our theoretical expectation that early father involvement 
is positively associated with union stability. In our second hypothesis, we assume a 
linear relationship between fathers’ duration of parental leave and union dissolution, 
namely that parents who share parental leave more equally are less likely to dissolve 
their union. This is not supported, as there are country differences in the fathers’ use 
of leave and the risk to dissolve the union. In Iceland, we find a linear relationship 
between the length of the father’s leave and union dissolution, although the estimate 
for fathers who take maximally the reserved part is not significant. In other words, 
couples in which the father takes more than the reserved part have the lowest risk of 
union dissolution in Iceland. This is not the case in Norway and Sweden. There, we 
observe the lowest risk of break-up among couples in which the father has taken no 
more than the reserved part. The difference in dissolution intensity between policy-
conforming and gender-egalitarian fathers seems to be somewhat stronger in Nor-
way than in Sweden. In Sweden, the difference between the two groups is signifi-
cant, but the confidence interval for the two groups is very close.

Before we continue with the other hypotheses, we briefly comment on the con-
trol variables included in the model (see Table 3). In all countries, married couples 
have a lower risk of union dissolution than cohabitants. The difference seems sig-
nificantly larger in Norway than in Iceland and Sweden. In addition, in all countries 
the risk of union dissolution decreases with both the mother’s and the father’s level 
of education, their age, and the number of children. The risk of union dissolution 
increases if one of the parents is born abroad, especially if the father is born abroad. 
The pattern is similar in all three countries. For the time period of the first birth, 
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Table 2   Descriptive statistics of 
variables included in analysis

Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Percent (numbers correspond to expo-
sure time)
a 1995 for Sweden
b 2007 for Norway

Iceland Norway Sweden

Union dissolutions
 Yes 9.5 18.7 13.2
 No 90.5 81.3 86.8

Fathers’ use of parental leave
 Not used 6.7 44.5 27.3
 Up to the reserved part 73.4 37.8 39.8
 More than the reserved part 19.9 17.7 32.9

Union status at first birth
 Cohabiting 65.2 50.3 59.3
 Married 34.8 49.7 40.7

Time period at first birth
 1994–1997a 36.5 24.3
 1998–2000 25.4 22.9
 2001–2004 65.9 35.6 30.1
 2005–2009b 34.1 12.5 22.7

Mother’s education
 Low 12.8 5.0 6.8
 Medium 23.4 48.9 53.1
 High 57.2 42.7 37.3
 Missing 6.6 3.5 2.9

Father’s education
 Low 14.9 6.5 9.1
 Medium 30.9 57.6 61.5
 High 41.0 33.7 27.0
 Missing 13.3 2.3 2.4

Immigrant background
 Neither parent born abroad 87.6 83.1 78.7
 Father born abroad 2.8 4.7 5.8
 Mother born abroad 6.1 6.1 6.0
 Both born abroad 3.6 6.2 9.5
 Mother’s age (mean) 27.2 28.1 28.1
 Father’s age (mean) 29.9 31.1 30.4

Number of children (continuous)
 1 16.2 25.1 24.3
 2 63.4 58.9 63.6
 3 + 20.4 16.1 12.1

Number of observations 
(person-year exposure)

19,085 919,348 1,476,611
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Table 3   Risk of union dissolution for couples with at least one child

Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Odds ratio
**0.001; *0.05
a 1995 for Sweden
b 2007 for Norway

Iceland Norway Sweden

Estimate CI Estimate CI Estimate CI

Fathers’ use of parental leave
 Not used 1 1 1
 Up to the reserved part 0.78 0.59–1.02 0.75** 0.73–0.77 0.88** 0.86–0.90
 More than the reserved 

part
0.72* 0.52–0.99 0.82** 0.80–0.85 0.93** 0.91–0.96

Union status at first birth
 Cohabiting 1 1 1
 Married 0.74* 0.60–0.91 0.41** 0.40–0.42 0.73** 0.72–0.75

Time period at first birth
 1994–1997a 1 1
 1998–2000 1.23** 1.20–1.27 1.04** 1.02–1.07
 2001–2004 1 1.46** 1.42–1.51 0.91** 0.89–0.93
 2005–2009b 0.76* 0.63–0.91 2.37** 2.29–2.44 0.89** 0.87–0.91

Mother’s education
 Low 0.98 0.78–1.24 1.18** 1.13–1.23 1.46** 1.42–1.50
 Medium 1 1 1 1
 High 0.73* 0.59–0.89 0.92** 0.89–0.94 0.77** 0.76–0.79

Father’s education
 Low 1.17 0.94–1.46 1.22** 1.17–1.26 1.27** 1.23–1.30
 Medium 1 1 1
 High 0.80* 0.64–0.99 0.89** 0.87–0.92 0.92** 0.89–0.94

Immigrant background
 Neither parent born 

abroad
1 1 1

 Father born abroad 1.60* 0.07–2.38 1.32** 1.25–1.38 1.61** 1.56–1.66
 Mother born abroad 1.04 0.71–1.53 1.13** 1.08–1.19 1.33** 1.29–1.38
 Both born abroad 0.90 0.58–1.41 0.81** 0.77–0.86 1.28** 1.24–1.32

Mothers age 0.79* 0.67–0.94 0.83** 0.81–0.85 0.85** 0.83–0.86
Mothers age sq 1.00 1.00–1.00 1.00** 1.00–1.00 1.00** 1.00–1.00
Fathers age 0.88* 0.79–0.97 0.99 0.98–1.01 0.92** 0.91–0.93
Fathers age sq 1.00 1.00–1.00 1.00 1.00–1.00 1.00** 1.00–1.00
Number of children (continuous)
 1 1 1 1
 2 0.27** 0.22–0.32 0.42** 0.41–0.43 0.43** 0.43–0.44
 3 + 0.17** 0.12–0.23 0.28** 0.27–0.29 0.31** 0.30–0.32

Log likelihood − 2324.16 − 147,504.38 − 202,146.72
Number of observations 

(person-year exposure)
19,085 919,348 1,476,611
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we find a different pattern in the risk of union dissolution in the three countries. 
In Iceland, the risk of union dissolution is lower in the period 2005–2009 than in 
the period 2001–2004. In Norway, the risk of union dissolution increases over time, 
while in Sweden, it first increases slightly and then decreases slightly. As a sensitiv-
ity test, we ran the model without including the number of children, as other studies 
have found an association between fathers’ use of parental leave and having more 
than one child (Duvander et al. 2010; Lappegård 2010). The general pattern remains 
the same when the number of children is not included (numbers not shown).

Our third hypothesis predicts a stronger association between fathers’ use of paren-
tal leave and the risk of union dissolution among cohabiting couples than among 
married couples. To investigate this, we included an interaction between fathers’ 
use of parental leave and union status. A likelihood ratio test shows a significantly 
improvement of the model including the interaction over the model not including the 
interaction in Norway (LR χ2(2) = 84.28) and Sweden (LR χ2(2) = 49.18), but not in 
Iceland (LR χ2(2) = 3.40). Table 4 shows computed odds ratios for the risk of union 
dissolution. The hypothesis is partly supported: in Iceland and Sweden, there are 
more differences in dissolution risks among the three groups of cohabiting couples 
than among married couples, while the pattern is more similar among cohabitants 
and married couples in Norway. More specifically, in Iceland, there is no significant 
difference between married couples in which the father takes more than the reserved 
part, and those in which the father does not take leave (see Table 6). The estimate 
for married couples in which the father uses up to the reserved part is significant, 
but the difference to couples in which the father uses no leave is small (odds ratio 
of 0.98). Among cohabitants, there is a clear pattern that couples in which the father 
has taken leave (either up to or more than the reserved part) have a lower risk of 
union dissolution compared to couples where the father has not taken any leave. 
However, there is no significant difference between the two groups in which the 
father uses leave. In Sweden there is hardly any difference among married couples, 
while there is a significant difference among cohabitants; couples in which the father 

0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

Iceland Norway Sweden

   No use    Up to the reserved part    More than the reserved part

Fig. 2   Risk of union dissolution for couples with at least one child. Iceland (2001–2009), Norway (1994–
2007) and Sweden (1995–2009). Odds ratio. Note Estimates from Table 3
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has taken leave up to the reserved part have a lower risk of union dissolution than 
couples in which he has taken more than the reserved part. In Norway, the pattern 
is similar for cohabitants and married couples. It is the same as the general pattern 
when all couples are considered together: fathers’ use of parental leave is associated 
with a lower risk of union dissolution, and couples in which the father has used up to 
the reserved part of the leave have the lowest risk to dissolve the union.

Our fourth hypothesis predicts the association between fathers’ use of the paren-
tal leave and the risk of union dissolution to diminish with time since the reserved 
part of the leave to father’s was introduced. To investigate this, we included an inter-
action between fathers’ use of parental leave and the period of first birth on the risk 
of union dissolution. A likelihood ratio test shows that the model including the inter-
action improves significantly compared to the model not including the interaction 
in Norway (LR χ2(6) = 121.26) and Sweden (LR χ2(6) = 30.08), but not in Iceland 
(LR χ2(2) = 1.38). Table 5 shows the computed odds ratios for the risk of union dis-
solution by fathers’ use of parental leave and the time period. The hypothesis is not 
supported as the general finding is consistent over time in each country: couples in 
which fathers use parental leave are less likely to dissolve their union. However, the 
pattern for how different use of leave plays out over time in each country differs. In 
Iceland, we only distinguish between two time periods, 2001–2004 and 2005–2009, 
and there are few significant estimates. There are no significant differences in the 
risk of union dissolution in the first period when the reserved part was available 
to fathers in Iceland, but in the second period there were. This implies that both 
couples in which the father uses up to the reserved part or couples in which he uses 
more have a lower risk of ending their union than couples in which fathers did not 
take any leave. However, there is no significant difference between the two groups 
of couples in which the father takes parental leave. In both Norway and Sweden, 
there is a significant difference in all periods observed between couples in which 
the father does not take any leave and couples in which the father does take leave. In 
Norway, there are significant differences between couples in which the father takes 
the reserved part and couples in which the father takes more than the reserved part 
in the first two periods or until 2000. Here the pattern is the same as the overall pat-
tern, i.e. couples in which the father takes up to the reserved part have the lowest 

Table 4   Risk of union dissolution for couples with at least one child

Iceland, Norway and Sweden. Computed odds ratios. Fathers’ use of parental leave and union status
Controlled for: time period, mother’s/father’s age, education and immigrant background, and number of 
children. Computed odds ratios is based on estimates from Table 6

Iceland Norway Sweden

Cohabitants Married Cohabitants Married Cohabitants Married

Not used 1 1 1 1 1 1
Up to the reserved part 0.72 0.98 0.79 0.64 0.84 0.97
More than the reserved part 0.61 1.17 0.87 0.71 0.89 1.01
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risk of union dissolution. Interestingly, this pattern changes, and from 2001 onwards 
there is no longer a significant difference. In Sweden, there are no significant differ-
ences in any periods between couples in which fathers take up to the reserved part 
and couples in which fathers take more than the reserved part.

Our last and fifth hypothesis predicts that the association between fathers’ use of 
parental leave and the risk of union dissolution is weaker in Sweden than in Iceland 
and Norway. This is partly supported. The general pattern is the same in Sweden as 
in Iceland and Norway, couples in which fathers use parental leave have a lower risk 
of union dissolution than couples in which they do not use any leave. Although we 
should be careful in comparing the magnitude of the estimates across the country 
models, the differences between the two groups are somewhat smaller in Sweden. 
Also, in Sweden the difference between the couples in which the father uses leave is 
smallest.

7 � Discussion

This study investigates the relationship between gender behaviour and union stabil-
ity in three countries, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, which are recognized as fore-
runners in gender equality. To achieve gender and social equality in all spheres of 
life has been an explicit policy goal in the Nordic countries. Although the Nordic 
countries have moved further ahead in the process towards greater gender equality, 
it is still a long way off until men and women contribute equally to unpaid domestic 
responsibilities. To promote a more equal sharing of family work, the Nordic coun-
tries we investigate have reserved part of the parental leave for one parent that may 
not be used by the other parent. This policy addressed especially fathers. Our study 
explores the relationship between fathers’ use of parental leave and union dissolu-
tion—and asks whether there is a difference in break-up risks between couples in 
which the father takes no leave, couples in which the father takes only the reserved 
part and couples in which the father takes more than the reserved part. We thus aim 
to elicit differences or commonalities in union dissolution between those who con-
form to the policy norm regarding fathers’ leave and those who follow more gender-
egalitarian norms.

Our study starts from the most common theories in demography about the rela-
tionship between changing gender behaviour and union stability. These theories 
have shifted their focus over time from women’s employment to men’s contri-
bution to family work. The view turned from regarding female employment as 
reducing the gains from marriage and increasing divorce risks (Becker 1981) to 
more gender-equal sharing of family responsibilities, resulting in greater cou-
ple satisfaction, closer fatherly ties to children and lower risk of union dissolu-
tion (Goldscheider et  al. 2015). We add a new theoretical dimension to these 
approaches by highlighting the role that policies play as normative and factual 
guidelines. We argue that the reserved part of parental leave sets a norm for 
expected behaviour. Taking no leave or taking more than the reserved share 
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deviates from such a policy norm and may have different consequences for union 
dissolution. In the case of the Nordic countries, the policy-induced norm of tak-
ing the reserved month(s) of parental leave needs to be viewed in the light of the 
overarching political aim to achieve gender equality and thus to share family work 
gender equally. We distinguish between fathers who take no leave, those who take 
only the reserved share of the leave and those who take more than that. Our study 
is thus also a study on the links between different normative behaviours of fathers 
and union dissolution, namely “non-conforming behaviour”, “policy-norm behav-
iour” and “gender-equal behaviour”.

Our main theoretical prediction that couples in which the father uses paren-
tal leave have lower risk of union dissolution finds support in all three countries 
(Table  3). The pattern holds for all time periods and for married as well as for 
cohabiting couples, as shown in the interaction models (Tables 4, 5). Resorting to 
findings from other investigations, we attribute the negative association between 
fathers’ use of parental leave and union dissolution risk to two factors. On the one 
hand, equal sharing of family obligations may lead to greater couple satisfaction 
and thus lessen the risk of union dissolution. On the other hand, more investment 
in children by the father may lead to stronger family ties and thus create stronger 
barriers against the break-up of the relationship. Our results also support the gender 
revolution theory, which predicts that unions become more stable if men engage 
more actively in family work (Goldscheider et al. 2015). They furthermore support 
the more employment-focused arguments that increasing union dissolution in dual-
earner societies can be seen as a response to men’s lack of involvement in the home 
(Cooke 2006).

The theoretical assumptions about the relationship between gender equality and 
union dissolution commonly infer that the more gender equal a couple divides fam-
ily work, the less likely it is to break up. Our results show that this does not hold. 
Except for Iceland (non-significant result), it is the couples in which the father takes 
only the reserved parental leave that have the lowest risk of union dissolution. This 
implies that the more “policy conform” the father’s behaviour, the less likely the 
couple is to break up. To some extent, this is corroborated by the results for cohabit-
ing and married couples as well as the development of union dissolution and fathers’ 
policy-conforming versus gender-egalitarian uptake of parental leave over time. In 
neither case do we find that a more gender-equal sharing of parental leave lowers the 
risk of union dissolution significantly.

It is important to underline that our findings cannot distinguish selection effects 
from causality. Moreover, especially regarding differences in the country results, one 
needs to keep in mind that the three countries introduced their policies at different 
times and that family dynamics, parental leave policies, fathers’ uptake of paren-
tal leave, and the move towards gender equality developed differently in the three 
countries over time (see, e.g. Table  1; Fig.  1). Given these and other differences, 
e.g. in economic development, our common results for all countries are even more 
noteworthy. The differences in union dissolution risks between couples in which 
the father takes no leave and couples in which the father takes leave emphasize that 
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early father’s involvement is positively associated with union stability. Active partic-
ipation in child-rearing seems to have become a desired activity and a shared norm 
in the Nordic countries, and abstaining from taking leave for whatever reasons is 
correlated with a higher risk of union dissolution.

We do not find support for asserting that the most gender-equal couples in terms 
of fathers taking more than the reserved part are the most stable unions, as the pat-
tern is not uniform in the three countries or over time. Thus, our results indicate that 
the theoretical assumptions that greater gender equality within the family will result 
in more stable unions (Breen and Cooke 2005; Goldscheider et al. 2015) needs to be 
more nuanced. This does not imply that we should shed the goal of gender equality. 
On the contrary, gender equality within the family in the Nordic countries is still an 
ongoing process, and the relationship between gender behaviour and union stability 
is still in flux. Our results indicate that at this stage, policies that are set up to pro-
mote gender equality in the family may, with time and when accepted, also contrib-
ute to union stability.
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