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The overall goal of Swedish social policy is to create a dual-earner/dual-carer society in which both men
and women engage in paid work and caregiving and where gender equality and children’s well-being are
important cultural values. The Social Democrats have been in power the majority of the time since Social
Democratic Prime Minister Olof Palme stated this goal as a declaration to the United Nations in 1968.
However, even when the Social Democrats have lost power, progress toward the dual-earner/dual-carer

society has not stalled significantly because of widespread agreement with this goal. This political
consensus has developed over time, partly due to women’s success in taking almost half of Sweden’s
Parliament and cabinet ministry seats. If the Social Democrat–led coalition wins the next election in 2010,
Sweden will see its first female prime minister.
Women encouraged to be breadwinners
Swedish women are encouraged to see themselves as family breadwinners, both to be economically
independent and to ensure children’s economic security. Women’s salaries are taxed separately from that
of their partners, and employment rights are strongly enforced. Labor force participation rates of mothers
are about the same as for other women, and women’s pay is more equal to men’s than perhaps anywhere
else in the world. The Moderate-led coalition that has been in power since 2006 would like to see women
have more of a choice whether or not to work for pay. Accordingly, they reinstituted a “childrearing
allowance” of $415 a month to families in which one parent stays home. (The allowance can also be used
to pay private child-care providers.) This allowance is likely to be abolished if the Social Democrat–led
coalition returns to power.
Sweden’s labor market is more sex-segregated than most others in developed nations. Women tend to fill
jobs with reduced hours (i.e., 30 hours) that relate to health care, education, and social work in the large
public sector, whereas men are more likely to work full time in the private business sector. (This hours gap,
however, is shrinking.) Since Swedish women earn good salaries—partly because of union contracts that
grant equal pay for comparable work—they may be less tempted to take a nontraditional career path
compared to women in other countries where highly paid jobs are traditionally occupied by men. Swedish
women are also reluctant to put themselves in employment situations where work is less flexible and the
organizational culture is still less family-supportive than it is in the public sector. Although policy makers
have expressed concern about labor market segregation and enacted measures to combat this (e.g.,
offering students priority access in education that is not traditional for their gender), little progress has
been made.
Government policies encourage parent-provided child care
For mothers to retain a permanent attachment to the labor market and to simultaneously support children’s
welfare, the government provides parents with highly paid parental leave for the child’s first year of life,
unpaid leave until a child is 18 months, paid leave to care for sick children, and the right to reduce daily
work hours from 8 to 6 (with an attendant drop in pay). The government also guarantees high-quality
municipal child care at age 1 for about $200 per child per month. Swedish child care is often rated as being
of high quality, and the percentage of children covered by public child care from ages 1 to 6 is typically the
highest in
the world.
In 1974, Sweden became the first country to offer paid parental leave to fathers. Parents enjoy up to 13
months of parental leave, with at least 80% of regular pay. To encourage fathers to take leave, 2 months
are reserved for each parent, with the rest to be negotiated. The Moderate-led government elected in 2006

raised the income ceiling on leave benefits, which ensures that fathers with higher incomes get a high
proportion of their pay while on leave. They also instituted an “equality bonus” that offers tax rebates to
couples who share parental leave more equally. These changes are likely to be kept by the Social
Democrats if they return
to power.
Fathers’ participation still lower than desired
Nearly all Swedish fathers take parental leave. Research shows that the more parental leave Swedish
fathers take, the more active they are in childrearing after leaves are over. Swedish men appear to share
child care responsibilities more than fathers elsewhere, and the image of hegemonic masculinity in society
embraces fathers as caregivers. However, fathers take only 22% of all leave days available, which in
Sweden is considered an important problem that needs to be solved. Parent education and widespread
media coverage of fathers taking leave have been somewhat successful in encouraging fathers to take
more leave. Neighboring Iceland offers more nontransferable parental leave to fathers than Sweden does
and has seen a dramatic increase in the amount of leave fathers take. Swedish Social Democrats are
interested in following Iceland’s example if they win the 2010 election.
Policy makers throughout Europe are concerned about low fertility rates that threaten economic
productivity. Generous parental leave and child-care policies are often mentioned as the most important
reasons why Sweden has a relatively high birth rate (1.9 children per woman). International authorities
have rated Swedish children’s well-being as the best in the world.
Although Sweden has not yet reached its goal of a dual-earner/dual-carer society, it provides an intriguing
example of a society that actively promotes the integration of work and family for both men and women and
which strives to find a way to balance children’s well-being and the goal of gender equality without
sacrificing either ideal.
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