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Division of parental leave from a psychological perspective

The parental leave system in Sweden enables both parents to have a care-
giving role in family life combined with the role as breadwinner. The scope
of this thesis is parents’ division of parental leave and how it influences
parenting and family life from a psychological perspective.

Four studies examine consequences of division of parental leave by
focussing on parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave and how
they perceive the shift in caregiving (Study I), and how parents’ division of
leave influences perceived parenting stress, coparenting quality, work-family
balance, and the couple relationship (Studies II-IV).

The findings in the thesis contribute to our understanding of contextual
factors for parenting and interactions within the family, from both parents’
perspective. Spending time with the child and sharing caregiving responsi-
bilities equally makes a difference for parental roles and relationships within
the family, especially for fathers.

The included studies are all based on the research project ‘Familjeliv och
fordelning av foraldraledighet’ [Family life and division of parental leave],
initiated by the PhD candidate for this thesis. The project was a collabora-
tion between the Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg, and
the Research and Development Centre for Primary Care in Gothenburg,
Region Vistra Gotaland.
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Tyoksak



En dag med barnen ar roligare an drets roligaste film,
mer komplex an den mest invecklade filosofibok

och innehaller allt som livet har.

Om man uppticker det vill man inte missa det.

Spending a day with your children is more fun

than the funniest movie of the year,

more complex than the most sophisticated philosophy book,
and involves everything that life brings.

If you’ve been there, you don’t want to miss out.

Johan Norberg
father of four, guitarist, and writer






Abstract

Lidbeck, M. (2020). Sharing & Caring — Division of parental leave from a
psychological perspective.
Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg.

Parents’ preconditions for early parenting vary depending on social and
cultural contexts. This thesis provides a psychological perspective on
parenting and family life within the context of parental leave in Sweden,
framed by Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development. In
Sweden, both parents have the same right to parental leave, yet little is
known about parents’ experiences and how parents’ division of leave
influences their wellbeing and interaction with each other, and their
engagement in working life.

The aim of the thesis was to explore how parents’ division of parental
leave influences parenting and family life from a psychological perspective, by
focussing on parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave and how
they perceive the shift in caregiving (Study I), and how parents’ division of
leave influences perceived parenting stress, coparenting quality, work-family
balance, and the couple relationship (Studies II-1V).

In Study I, parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave were
explored, with a focus on the shift when mothers on parental leave returned
to work and fathers took over the primary caregiving responsibility. Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 24 parents of 12 infants. The
main findings were that paternal involvement in the process of shifting
parental leave and the mother’s trust in the father’s capability facilitated the
shift in caregiving responsibilities, and that the parents’ shared experiences
seemed to increase their understanding of each other’s everyday life.

For Studies II-IV, 280 parents recruited from 25 child healthcare
centres in Region Vistra Gotaland answered a questionnaire at six and 18
months after their child was born.

Study II showed that fathers who shared parental leave equally were
less likely to perceive parenting stress 18 months after childbirth than those
who shared unequally, and that no such association existed among mothers.

Study III showed that both mothers and fathers who shared parental
leave equally perceived higher coparenting quality 18 months after childbirth,
that mothers who shared parental leave equally were more satisfied with their
partner’s involvement in caregiving, and that both mothers and fathers who
shared parental leave equally reported a better work-family balance.



Study IV showed an association between equal division of parental leave and
perceived couple relationship quality 18 months after childbirth in fathers,
but not in mothers. The association was not affected by parenting stress or
coparenting quality.

The thesis provides new knowledge about the relation between division
of parental leave and psychological aspects of parenting and family life. The
findings suggest that parents’ choices regarding parental leave have
consequences from the individual level to the societal level, consistent with
Bronfenbrenner’s theory. Spending time with the child and sharing caregiving
responsibilities makes a difference for parental roles and relationships within
the family, especially for fathers. The findings have implications for
discussions about parental roles in family support settings, such as parental
groups, and for the development of family policy programmes.

Key words: parental leave, coparenting, couple relationship, equality, family
life, father involvement, parenting, parenting stress, work-family balance
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Popularvetenskaplig sammanfattning
(Summary in Swedish)

Synen pd foraldraskap skiljer sig at mellan linder och kulturer, liksom
forutsdttningarna att kunna vara nirvarande och delaktiga som foraldrar. I
de nordiska linderna finns en tradition av jamstalldhetsstravande med hoga
forvantningar pa delaktighet fran bada fordldrarna i familjen och fran
arbetslivet. Foraldraskap formas saledes av kulturella forvantningar,
varderingar och normer, utover dynamiken i parrelationen och samvaron
med barnet. Sirskilt betydelsefull dr den tid som fordldern tillbringar med
barnet, vilket paverkar bade hur relationen till barnet och forildrarollen
utvecklas. En annan betydelsefull faktor i familjelivet dr hur foraldrarna
fordelar ansvaret for skotsel av barn och hushall mellan sig.

I Sverige ger foraldraforsakringen foradldrar lika ratt att vara hemma
med barnet. Nar forildraforsikringen introducerades 1974 var syftet
tvafaldigt; att bada foridldrarna kan vara nirvarande forildrar och ha en
forsorjande roll i familjen. Varje fordlder tilldelas 240 dagar, varav 90 dagar
ar individuellt reserverade, resterande dagar kan Overlitas mellan
foraldrarna. Numera tar man ut 30 % av fordldradagarna, och ungefir 18 %
av fordldrarna delar lika pa forildraledigheten.

Aven om férildrarna sedan drygt 45 ar har mojlighet att dela pa
foraldraledigheten, vet vi dnnu inte sd mycket om hur det paverkar
fordldrarna och samspelet i familjen. Darfor dar avhandlingens 6vergripande
syfte att fran ett psykologiskt perspektiv utforska hur forildrars fordelning av
fordldraledigheten har inflytande pa foraldraskap och familjeliv. Genom att
fokusera pa foraldrars erfarenheter av att dela forildraledigheten lika och
skiftet mellan dem (ndr fordldrarna limnar och tar over forildraledighet),
utforskas foraldraroller och psykologiska processer i familjen. Andra
psykologiska aspekter som hinger samman med fordldrars fordelning av
foraldraledighet beror fordldrars maende och hur fordldrar samspelar med
varandra, liksom deras engagemang i arbetslivet. Det utforskas i termer av
hur foraldrar paverkas psykologiskt av fordldrastress, hur de upplever stod
av varandra i fordldraskapet och hur de far balans mellan arbete och
familjeliv, liksom hur de uppfattar kvalitén i parrelationen.

De samhailleliga faktorernas inflytande pa foraldrars forutsattningar att
vara narvarande och delaktiga i savil familjeliv som arbetsliv dr centralt for
avhandlingens amne. Darfor valdes Bronfenbrenners bioekologiska teori som
en teoretisk ram for avhandlingen. Teorin beskriver hur processer som driver
individens utveckling samspelar mellan olika system, pa olika nivaer 6ver tid.



I studie I var syftet att utforska fordldrars erfarenheter av att dela
foraldraledigheten lika, med ett sdrskilt fokus pa skiftet mellan dem, nar
mamma ldmnar 6ver ansvaret for barnet och pappa tar forildraledigt.
Tjugofyra fordldrar intervjuades om deras erfarenheter av att skifta
foraldraledighet innan deras barn fyllt ett ar. Tematisk analys resulterade i tre
teman som fanns representerade i alla intervjuer, vilka beskrev att skiftet av
foraldraledighet 4ar en process som innebar (1) att ta vara pa samma
mojligheter, (2) overlimnande av ansvar och kontroll, (3) att f& omsesidig
forstaelse. Fordldrarna betonade betydelsen av pappans delaktighet och
engagemang 1 processen att skifta fordldraledighet och att ansvar
overlimnades fran mamma till pappa. Foraldrarna beskrev att deras delade
erfarenheter 6kade forstaelsen for varandra.

I studie II var syftet att se om det fanns ndgon relation mellan
foraldrars upplevda foraldrastress och hur de fordelat forildraledigheten.
Deltagarna bestod av 280 fordldrar som besvarade SPSQ, Swedish
Parenthood Stress Questionnaire, om upplevd forildrastress vid 6 manader
och 18 manader efter barnets fodsel. Resultaten visade att de pappor som
delat lika pa forildraledigheten upplevde mindre foraldrastress vid 18
manader efter barnets fodsel, jamfort med de pappor som inte delat lika pa
foraldraledigheten. Hos mammor sdgs inte motsvarande forandringar i
upplevd foraldrastress.

I studie IIT var syftet att undersoka forildrars upplevda coparenting,
dvs stod fran den andre foridldern i foraldraskapet, och deras upplevda balans
mellan familjeliv och arbetsliv i relation till hur de fordelat foraldraledigheten
18 manader efter barnets fodsel. De 280 forialdrarna besvarade PAM,
Parenting Alliance Meassure, fragor om hur nojda de var med sin partners
engagemang i skotseln av barnet och fragor om deras upplevda balans mellan
familjeliv och arbetsliv 18 manader efter barnets fodsel. Resultaten visade att
fordldrar som delat lika pa fordldraledigheten upplevde mer stod i
foraldraskapet fran sin partner (coparenting) och en battre balans mellan
familjeliv och arbetsliv, an de som inte delat lika pa foridldraledigheten.

I studie IV var syftet att se om foridldrars upplevda kvalitet av
parrelationen forandrades i relation till hur de fordelat foraldraledigheten vid
18 manader efter barnets fodsel. Aven inflytandet av forildrarnas upplevda
fordldrastress och kvalitet pa coparenting pa deras parrelationskvalitet
undersoktes i relation till fordelning av fordldraledighet. De 280 fordldrarna
besvarade QDR36, Quality of Dyadic Relationship instrument samt fragor
om fordldrastress; SPSQ, och coparenting; PAM. Resultaten visade att
pappor som delat lika pa forildraledigheten upplevde parrelationen som



battre, an pappor som inte delat lika pa forialdraledigheten. Inflytande av
fordldrastress och coparenting pa parrelationens kvalitet kunde inte
bekriftas. For mammor fanns inte motsvarande forindringar i hur
parrelationen upplevdes.

Sammantaget visar avhandlingens delstudier pa att foraldrars
fordelning av forildraledighet beror psykologiska processer inom familjen,
sasom Overforande av ansvar och kontroll vid skiftet av fordldraledigheten
och att fordelningen av foraldraledighet ar kopplat pa olika vis till hur de
uppfattar sitt eget fordldraskap och samspelet inom familjen. Att dela
foraldraledigheten lika framjar foridldrars stottning av  varandra i
foraldraskapet (coparenting), och kan bidra till battre balans mellan arbetsliv
och familjeliv. Sarskilt for pappor kan erfarenheten av att ha delat lika pa
foraldraledigheten bidra till en minskad foraldrastress och att parrelationens
kvalitet uppfattas som bittre, jaimfort med de pappor som inte delat lika. For
mammor sdgs inte motsvarande kopplingar. Ytterligare studier behovs for att
bekrifta resultaten, da fa studier har undersokt vad foraldrars fordelning av
foraldraledighet har for baring pa deras fordldraskap och familjeliv.

For foraldrar och de som stodjer blivande och nyblivna foraldrar i olika
sammanhang, kan en 6kad kunskap om psykologiska faktorers inflytande
bidra till diskussioner om forildraledighetens betydelse bade for den enskilde
fordaldern och for samspelet i familjen, liksom i arbetslivet. Avhandlingens
delstudier ger ocksa psykologisk kunskap kring hur foraldrars erfarenheter av
att ha fordelat forildraledigheten lika eller pa annat vis, sdtter avtryck i
foraldraskap och familjeliv som kan vara relevanta att beakta i diskussioner
kring utformningen av foridldraledighetssystemet.
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Introduction

Swedish social policy encourages both parents to share parental
responsibilities and enables dual breadwinning. The ideal of equality, strong
in all the Nordic countries, is fairly unusual in an international perspective.
Almost half a century has passed since the Swedish act regulating parental
leave was introduced, giving both parents the same right to parental leave
and time with their child early in life (Haas & Hwang, 2012). Today, high
commitment and involvement is expected from fathers in contemporary
family life (Gislason & Eydal, 2011). Swedish fathers’ total use of parental
leave has increased to 30% of the 480 benefit days, and about 18% of
families choose to share parental leave equally (each parent taking parental
leave at least 40% of the parental benefit days, and share 40/60 to 50/50 in
ratio) (Forsakringskassan, 2020a; Statistiska Centralbyran [SCB], 2020).

Still, most mothers take most of the parental leave days and the main
responsibility for childcare (Forsidkringskassan, 2020b). Previous research on
division of parental leave has mainly focussed on sociological or social
psychological perspectives on family life and parental leave, working life, and
gender equality (Gislason & Eydal, 2011). A psychological perspective on
division of parental leave can contribute to the understanding of how
structural premises enable shared responsibilities in caregiving, which may
have consequences in parenting, parental roles and relationships within the
family and in relation to working life. Psychological research on parenting
experiences and different division of parental leave is relatively scant. Little is
known about how parents experience sharing parental leave equally and how
division of parental leave influences psychological aspects concerning parents’
wellbeing and parental relationships. Exploration of key psychological
aspects, such as parenting stress, coparenting quality, work-family balance,
and couple relationship quality, in relation to division of parental leave could
contribute to new knowledge about the influence of social policy on
parenting and family life.

The overall aim of this thesis was to explore how parents’ division of
parental leave influences parenting and family life from a psychological
perspective. This was carried out in the research project “Familjeliv och
fordelning av foraldraledighet’ [Family life and division of parental leave],
conducted in Region Vistra Gotaland during 2010-2019. Reporting of the
project findings in this thesis is framed by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979)
theoretical framework, followed by a brief description of the context relevant
to the Swedish parental leave system. Next, previous research on parenting



and gender equality in family life is summarised, with a focus on early
relationships, paternal involvement, parental responsibilities, coparenting,
couple relationships, and parenting stress. The final section of the thesis
comprises a description of the empirical studies included in the thesis,
including a summary of main findings and a discussion on the implications of
the research. The thesis provides new knowledge from a psychological
perspective on division of parental leave and increased understanding of
modern family life.



Family life from an ecological perspective

The topic of this thesis is linked to the contextual and societal preconditions
of the parental leave system in Sweden and the effects of this social policy on
family life. A theoretical model that could support multiple perspectives,
ranging from societal to interpersonal levels, was therefore used as a
framework for the thesis. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological model of human
development (1979, 1986, 1994, 2001) addresses multiple factors that might
facilitate the understanding of the circumstances surrounding parenthood and
parental leave. The theory attempts to explain how individual development is
a result of interconnected reciprocal processes from the individual to the
societal level over time. The model depicts ecological levels or systems that
influence human development directly and indirectly by reciprocal
transactions between persons and multiple environments: the microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem.

The microsystem level is defined as the most proximal setting in which
interpersonal face-to-face interaction occurs in interplay with both the
immediate and more remote environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For
instance, a child lives in multiple microsystems and engages in interactions
with other persons, and these dynamic processes might affect the child’s
development in various ways. The mesosystem occurs between and across
micro settings, and is defined as the relations among microsystems in which
the developing person actively participates (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The
exosystem includes such settings that the developing person never enters into,
yet which can influence the person via relationships and events, such as the
parents’ work life outside the family (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Bronfenbrenner’s concept of the macrosystem, finally, differs from the other
levels, and was influenced by Vygotsky’s and Luria’s thinking on how
individual development is indirectly influenced by societal factors (Rosa &
Tudge, 2013). The macrosystem is an overarching pattern including micro-,
meso-, and exosystem characteristics in transaction with a given culture,
subculture, or other extended social structure (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994).
This structure includes social, political, legal, and economic systems as well as
ideologies, belief systems, values, lifestyles, social classes, or ethnic groups.
Consequently, forces from both inside and outside a group of individuals
identified as a ‘family’ will influence how concepts concerning ‘family life’
and ‘parenting’ are understood and practiced in all possible ways.

Ecological systems are often presented as layers: distinct concentric
circles, each within or surrounding another, like a set of Russian dolls. This



presentation, however, does not demonstrate the complex, interrelationships
between the various layers. For example, the mesosystem consists of relations
between the microsystems, not an outer layer of the microsystem. The
transactions between factors at all levels emerge through interdependent
rather than hierarchical processes (Rosa & Tudge, 2013).

The ecological perspective first highlighted the impact of contextual
factors on human development and became highly influential (Pleck, 2010).
The theory evolved through different phases (Rosa & Tudge, 2013), and
eventually the bioecological model was defined as ‘an evolving theoretical
system for the scientific study of human development over time’
(Bronfenbrenner, 2001, pp. 6963-6964). The change of the term ecology to
bioecology underlined the active role by the person in his or her development
in mutual interaction with other persons and multiple environments. In the
final version of his theory, Bronfenbrenner included the Process-Person-
Context-Time (PPCT) model of research design. The model combined the
theory’s four central elements, which simultaneously influence developmental
outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). In this model, research on human
development needs to consider the proximal processes in which individuals
with their own personal characteristics interact in settings and influence each
other’s development over time, in a historical time and context. The concept
of proximal processes is the centrepiece of Bronfenbrenner’s theory, and these
patterns of reciprocal interaction are the ‘engines of development’
(Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000, p. 118).

The key developmental arena for the individual is the family and other
emotionally important relationships (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). One example of
the developmental power of proximal processes is the reciprocal effects of
one family member’s process of development affecting the other members in
the family. Career choices made by one parent may affect the other parent’s
ability to have the same engagement in working life. In a similar way, the
parent’s personality and the child’s characteristics influence parenting
behaviour (Lamb, 2010). Moreover, the parent-infant relationship depends
on the transactional quality of third parties, such as the parents’ world of
work (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). For example, a parent’s participation in working
life influences the amount of time spent with the child, which may have an impact
on the parent’s involvement in caretaking and interaction with the child.

Consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, parental leave
can be understood as a process of transactions in terms of their reciprocal
influence over time between the societal and the individual levels (Lomazzi et
al., 2019; Olah et al., 2018). For the purpose of this thesis, the theory brings



an understanding of the processes of shared parental leave in both broad and
in-depth senses, as social policy factors in the macrosystem are reflected in
microsystems such as families’ everyday life (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Equally
shared parental leave enables both parents’ caregiving and spending time
with the child early in life at the microsystem level. The experience as primary
caregiver could influence parental roles in various ways. For the infant-parent
relation, a longer period with either parent on parental leave may give the
child the opportunity to establish a close relationship with that parent. At the
mesosystem level of parents’ joint caretaking of the infant, coparenting may
affect both their own sense of parenting and their relationship as a couple.
The exosystem reflects parents’ work situations, as well as the quality of the
family’s social network, which may influence parents’ perceived parenting
stress. Finally, at the macrosystem level, the thesis takes its premise in the
equal opportunities provided by Sweden’s welfare systems provide to all
parents in terms of parental leave. In particular, the values, gender norms,
and socioeconomic status of the family may be important for parents’
division of parental leave and for their childcare experiences (Olah et al.,
2018).

Bronfenbrenner’s theory describes aspects and complex processes
important for the understanding of the developing individual. The
bioecological theory has, however, been criticised for being difficult to
translate effectively into research, since Bronfenbrenner did not provide a
methodological application of the theory or design, nor undertake any
research to test the theory. A study design involving proximal processes
would be very complex, and few studies have fully applied the theory to
empirical research (Tudge et al., 2009). Yet, research on parenting and family
processes inevitably needs to consider the societal prerequisites in which
families are embedded, even if the influence of different proximal processes
cannot be fully accounted for and clarified within the design of single studies.
The empirical studies included in this thesis investigate psychological aspects
of parenting and family life in the context of Sweden’s parental leave system.
When interpreting our findings in relation to previous research, contextual
factors need to be considered from the bioecological perspective provided by
Bronfenbrenner’s theory.

To gain an understanding of the family processes that are intertwined
in reciprocal interactions within the family, and in transactions over time
within the contextual settings, broad perspectives and several psychological
concepts are addressed. The following background will therefore take the
macrosystem level as a starting point in the description of the parental leave



system that reflects values and social ambitions from a societal perspective.
The exosystem level is represented by working life and dual breadwinning.
Thereafter, psychological aspects of parenting and family life are explored
from the mesosystem to the microsystem level, with consideration of
contextual features.



Parental leave as context for family life

The social welfare system and gender equality

The understanding of the influence of social welfare systems takes its starting
point in a global perspective at the macrosystem level. Gender equality is the
fifth of seventeen sustainable development goals of the United Nations
(United Nations [UN], 2015), which advocates social, legal and economic
changes at all levels for the promotion of gender equality. One of the
signature solutions emphasises the strategic importance of the unequal
distribution of care work between women and men (UN, 2017). The design
of social family policy systems has resulted in considerable variation in the
preconditions for gender equality among European countries (Castro-Garcia
& Pazos-Moran, 2016). Sweden has a history of implemented welfare
reforms to promote gender equality (Olah & Bernhardt, 2008), and is
internationally ranked very high in terms of gender equality (World
Economic Forum, 2020). Contextual factors, such as social policies and
workplace arrangements promoting dual breadwinning, appear to be
associated with more egalitarian gender role attitudes, and the highest
support of gender equality in Europe has been found in Sweden (Lomazzi et
al., 2019). There is political consensus in Sweden that emphasises the
importance of parental involvement in the well-being of the child, and
campaigns have underlined the importance of parents’ shared responsibility
(Forsidkringskassan, 2014a; Klinth, 2008; Johansson, 2011). For this reason,
a non-transferable quota of reserved parental leave for each parent was
introduced (Duvander & Johansson, 2019). The child’s right to a relationship
with both parents in accordance with the UN Convention of the Rights of the
Child, Article 18, is presented as a reason for increasing the equal division of
parental leave between parents (Brandth & Gislason, 2011; UN, 1989). In
January 2020 the Convention of the Rights of the Child became Swedish law.
Yet, possible consequences of the incorporation of the child’s right praxis in
the context of social policies are unknown (Leviner, 2018; Lundy et al.,
2013).

Family policy programmes were previously mainly targeted at women
and the nurturing aspects of fatherhood were not recognised until the mid-
1970s (Hobson, 2002; Lamb, 2000). In 1974, for the first time in history,
Sweden legalised fathers’ right to paid parental leave. The maternity pay to
which employed mothers had been entitled was replaced with a gender
neutral parental leave system, which encouraged a dual-earner model (Haas



& Hwang, 2012). The leave length was originally six months, but was
extended in stages. Only 3% of the fathers took any parental leave in 1974,
and then only 0.5% of the total number of days. Nevertheless, making the
parental leave system gender neutral, has been described as an example of
institutional change, a path breaker, driving the eventual development of
gender equality for both women and men (Cedstrand, 2011). The
implementation of social policy reforms at the macrosystem level, driven by
gender equality values in a social welfare system, initiates changes that
transform expectations for parental roles in family life at the mesosystem and
microsystem levels. Yet, the outspoken gender equality focus has been
criticised to be heteronormative, as most research literature and studies on
parental leave allocation refer to parents as ‘mothers’ and ‘fathers’. These
terms are also used as essential categories in statistics (Martinsson et al.,
2016).

The reciprocal transactions between ecological systems at different
levels, also entail consequences for parents’ working life at the exosystem
level. The parental leave system was intended to increase gender equality by
stimulating paternal involvement in the care and well-being of children as
well as enabling both parents’ participation in the labour market (Haas &
Hwang, 2012). The subsidised childcare for every child, regardless of
parental income, has also contributed to the dual-breadwinner structure
(Yerkes & Javornik, 2018). Sweden’s political stance on social and family
matters is therefore often used to explain the country’s combined high
proportion of women in the work force and high fertility rate (Olah et al.,
2018). By 2018, 84.5% of Swedish children had working mothers, while
93.2% had working fathers (SCB, 2018). However, the length and flexibility
of leave afforded by the parental leave system have not solely had positive
consequences; negative effects also have been shown on women’s wage
development and career possibilities, particularly for mothers who take
prolonged (more than 15 months) parental leave (Evertsson & Duvander,
2011).

The political ambition to promote equality and increase paternal
involvement is discussed in the public debate in terms of families’ freedom of
choice versus governmental initiatives, such as quotas to turn principles into
practice (Duvander & Johansson, 2019; Johansson & Klinth, 2008). The
extent of the earmarked quota for each parent remains a matter of political
debate and gives rise to opposition from the public (Cedstrand, 2011),
although attitudes in Sweden towards parental leave seem to be generally
positive (Lomazzi et al., 2019). However, since the introduction of the



father’s quota in Norway in 1993 and later in Sweden, Iceland, and Finland,
the parental leave uptake by fathers has increased (Duvander & Johansson,
2019; Koslowski et al.,, 2019). The Swedish debate about benefits,
disadvantages and effects of quotas was intensified after a government
commission in 2017 proposed an increase of quotas from three to five
months for each parent, and five months to share between them as preferred
(Government Commission, 2017). As of yet, no new laws have been enacted
to change the parental leave system.

In theory, parental leave forms preconditions for equality between
parents. It is based on the premise that with the same opportunities, women
and men would make similar choices (Gislason & Eydal, 2011). In practice,
the association between parental leave and equality is more complicated.
There seems to be a discrepancy between positive attitudes about fathers’
parental leave and the fact that the majority of families choose to divide
parental leave in a traditional way, with mothers taking the majority of
parental leave days and fathers providing financially for the family
(Bekkengen, 2006; Forsakringskassan, 2020b; Lammi-Taskula, 2008; Ma et
al., 2019). Equality in parenting cannot be solely defined by parental leave
uptake; several other factors come into play, including (but not limited to)
women’s situation and position in the labour market and the division of
household tasks in the family (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014). Factors related
to the interface between working life and family life, as well as a
psychological perspective on parental roles, parents’ interactions, and
negotiations of parental responsibilities affecting family life, will be described
further on.

The Swedlish parental leave insurance system

Sweden’s parental leave system is based on two laws; one concerning the
right to take leave, the Parental Leave Act (SFS 1995:584), and one
concerning the right to receive payment (SFS 2010:110). According to the
Parental Leave Act, each parent is entitled to take full-time leave from work
until their child is 18 months old, regardless of whether the parents are
receiving paid benefits or not.

The parental leave legislation ensures that a parent cannot be
discriminated or made redundant by the employer because he or she has
become a parent. Thereafter, the parent has the right to leave in connection
with receiving parental benefits. The parental leave insurance entitles Swedish



parents to the benefit of 480 days paid by the state when a child is born or
adopted. In the description of the parental leave system ‘days’ is used instead
of ‘months’, due to the high flexibility of the parental leave allowance
(Duvander & Lofgren, 2019).

The parental leave system is gender neutral, which means that both
parents are ensured the same possibilities when it comes to staying at home
and taking care of the child. Parents with joint custody are eligible to 240
days each; 90 days are reserved for each parent, while remaining days can be
transferred to the other parent by signing a consent form. This earmarked
quota was introduced in 1995; a second month was introduced in 2002; and
a third month, was introduced in 2016. The quota was introduced to
encourage fathers to take leave and to care for their child (Duvander &
Johansson, 2019). Same-sex parents are entitled the same rights. Parents with
sole custody receive all of the 480 parental leave days, while in most cases
divorced or separated parents share custody and have the same rights to
parental leave (Duvander & Lofgren, 2019).

Fathers or the other parent (or carer), can take temporary leave
(‘paternity leave’) for 10 days in connection with childbirth, at the same time
as the mother, or at any time during the first 60 days after the child’s birth.
These benefit days are intended to provide the father the opportunity to be
present at the delivery, to get to know the infant, and to take care of other
children in the family. In addition to the 10 days of paternity leave, it is
possible for couples to have 30 days of common parental leave, so-called
‘double days’, during the child’s first year. This allows parents to take
parental benefit days at the same time, without using their individual quota
of reserved benefit days (Duvander & Lofgren, 2019).

The parental leave system also is highly flexible in terms of partial
benefit days, which allow parental leave benefits for one full day, three
quarters of a day, half a day, a quarter of a day, or even an eighth of a day
until the child’s 12 birthday (for children born in or after 2014). After the
child’s fourth birthday, only 96 days in total can be used. For children born
before 2014, parents may use the benefit days during the child’s first eight
years. Claiming fractions of benefit days, and combining paid and unpaid
days, can allow parents to stay at home longer (Duvander & Loéfgren, 2019).

The economic compensation is fairly high for most parents that are
established in working life. All in all, 195 days per parent are paid at 77.6%
of earnings, up to an annual income ‘ceiling’” of 455 000 SEK per year. The
remaining 90 days are paid at a flat rate of 180 SEK per day. Parents who are
not in employment, have very low income or have no income at all, are
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entitled to a flat rate of 250 SEK per day for 240 days individually. Parents
who have access to only the minimum level payment are more likely to be
foreign-born parents, especially mothers, than native-born parents (Duvander
& Lofgren, 2019).

Besides the parental benefit days, additional parental leave pay is
negotiated in collective bargaining agreements, and companies’ top-up
payments have become a way of attracting employees (Duvander & Lofgren,
2019).

For a more extensive and detailed description of Sweden’s parental
leave system, see ‘Sweden country note’ (Duvander & Lofgren, 2019) and
‘Social Insurance in Figures’ (Forsakringskassan, 2020b).

Take-up of parental leave

The parental leave system is thoroughly established in Sweden and most
parents use the parental leave allowance. Most of the parental benefit days
are used during the child’s first two years (Forsiakringskassan, 2020b).
Almost one-third of all children born in Sweden 2018 had parents using
‘double days’ to be at home together during the child’s first year
(Forsakringskassan, 2019b).

Although Swedish fathers enjoy better financial support and a legal
right to longer paid parental leave than those in other countries, Swedish
mothers use 70% of the parental leave available (Forsakringskassan, 2020b;
Koslowski et al., 2019). Furthermore, mothers generally take longer parental
leave than fathers by prolonging the period of unpaid days (Duvander, 2013;
Duvander & Viklund, 2019). Statistics do not include information on unpaid
extended parental leave, but previous findings indicate that mothers on
average took 5.8 months of unpaid parental leave and fathers only about 1.5
months of unpaid leave (Forsikringskassan, 2014a). This means that couples
may share benefits day equally, yet spend different (unequal) time on parental
leave (Forsdakringskassan, 2018). A recent study on parents of children born
in 2009 showed that mothers prolonged their parental leave with about 4
months unpaid leave, and fathers took about 1.5 months of unpaid leave
during the first two years (Duvander & Viklund, 2019). The same social
factors and gendered patterns in parents’ leave taking of parental benefit
days, are shown for unpaid parental leave (Duvander & Viklund, 2019).
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Figure 1. Proportion of women’s and men’s share (%) of parental benefit days 1974-2019.
(Forsakringskassan, 2014b, 2020a)

Fathers’ total use of the benefit days has more than doubled between 2002
and 2019, from 12% to 30%, reflecting a growing trend in fathers’ leave-
taking, (Figure 1) (Forsakringskassan, 2020a). In addition, most fathers use
the parental leave allowance at some stage during the child’s first 12 years
(Forsakringskassan, 2019b). Among fathers of children born in 2004, 88.3%
used some part of the parental leave in the first eight years of their child’s life,
mainly starting when the child was 13 to 15 months of age
(Forsakringskassan, 2010). For children born in 2011, there were minimal
gender differences in the use of parental benefit days when the children were
between three and seven years (Forsakringskassan, 2020a).

Among female same-sex couples, the same patterns as in heterosexual
couples have been found in allocation of parental benefit days for their first
child (Evertsson & Boye, 2018). The birth-mother had a longer period of
parental leave than her same-sex partner. Yet, in comparison with
heterosexual mothers, the birth-mothers’ parental leave period was seven
weeks shorter than in heterosexual couples (Evertsson & Boye, 2018).

Gender equality can quantitatively be defined as a 40/60 ratio in terms
of gender distribution in any particular area (Forsikringskassan, 2018).
Equally shared parental leave is therefore defined as between 40/60 and
50/50 division of the paid benefit days. During the child’s first year, a little
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over 5% of parents share parental leave equally (Forsdkringskassan, 2018).
At the time of the child’s second birthday, 18.4% of parents of children born
in 2017 had shared the parental benefit days equally (40/60 to 50/50 in ratio)
which means that fathers were utilising at least about six months of parental leave
or an equivalent share of paid benefit days. This might reflect a growing trend, as
the number of parents who shared equally almost doubled (9.5% to 18.4%) between
the years 2005 and 2017 (SCB, 2020).

Factors related to parents’ use of parental leave

One important contribution of research on parental leave has been to explore
the connections between parental leave and gender equality. The parental
leave system in Sweden enabling parents’ the same formal rights to take
parental leave, yet parents’ actual take-up of parental leave suggests that
several factors come into play in the allocation of parental leave between
them. In line with Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory (2001), complex
reciprocal transactions occur between systems at different levels. Parents’
gender role attitudes, values and motives at the macrosystem level might be
challenged by financial strain, and work life factors, which involve processes
at the macrosystem level, as well as at the exosystem, the mesosystem, and
microsystem levels. Consequently, conflict of interest and ideals might affect
parents’ possible alternatives to make choices concerning parental leave, due
to factors at all ecological levels. In the brief following comment on factors
crucial for parents’ division of parental leave the context will be kept to the
Swedish perspective.

When parents themselves communicate the primary motives for their
division of parental leave, they describe reasons such as career, household
economy, and practical aspects (Almqvist et al., 2011). Previous research has
also described parents’ motives for lifestyle choices and existential beliefs
(Johansson, 2011), and the desire to establish a close relationship with the
child seems to be more important than outspoken gender equality as a motive
for fathers’ decision to take leave (Almqvist et al., 2011; Duvander et al.,
2017; Larsson & Bjork, 2017). However, fathers are more likely to take
parental leave when having their first child (Inspektionen for
socialforsakringen [ISF], 2018). It has been suggested that fathers’
commitment to take an extended period of parental leave is influenced by
other factors in their working life than the relationship with their child
(Almqvist et al., 2011).
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Parents’ use of paid parental leave is associated with the couple’s total
income, and parents with the highest income take the least number of
parental benefit days during their child’s first year, which extends their time
on parental leave into subsequent years (Forsikringskassan, 2018). Low-
income parents and young parents also tend to use less parental benefit days
than the average take-up, as they mainly receive a lower parental benefit,
often only the flat rate allowance (Inspektionen for socialférsiakringen [ISF],
2012; Ma et al., 2019).Single parents use most parental benefit days during
the first year, which constrains future flexibility to use paid parental leave
when needed (e.g. childcare closed days) (Duvander & Viklund, 2019;
Forsdkringskassan, 2018). Also, separated parents with joint custody who
lived together during the first six months after childbirth, have been found to
use less paid parental leave during the child’s first eight years, than parents
who did not separate (ISF, 2017).The findings apply to both parents
individually, regardless of point in time of the separation, with the exception
of high-income fathers who took more parental benefit days than non-
separated fathers. Mothers who separated took marginally less parental
benefit days on parental leave, but more parental benefit days during their
child’s first year, than mothers who did not separate during the eight-year
period. In summary, parents’ combined number of parental benefit days was
smaller for children of separated parents from the year they separated, than
for children of parents who lived together, indicating less time spent with a
parent for these children (ISF, 2017). Parents’ financial situation seems to
explain some differences between those who shared parental leave equally
during their child’s first two years. Among parents with low income, 12%
share parental leave equally, compared with 34% of high-income parents
(Forsdkringskassan, 2018).

Income levels prior to the child’s birth, levels of education and
occupational status play pivotal roles for parents’ possibilities to take
parental leave according to their preferences (Duvander & Viklund, 2019;
Forsdkringskassan, 2018). Fathers with higher education, and men partnered
with highly educated women, are more likely to take longer parental leave.
For mothers, the reversed relationship applies; lower education is associated
with longer parental leave, and if the father has a higher education than the
mother, the probability of equal sharing decreases (Duvander & Viklund,
2019; Ma et al., 2019). Couples with higher education are most likely to
share parental leave equally (Forsakringskassan, 2016).

Workplace-related factors can encourage or complicate parents’ leave-
taking decision. Employer’s attitudes, organisational culture and perceived
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lack of support from employers are factors found to affect fathers’ use of
parental leave (Bygren & Duvander, 2006; Haas et al., 2002). Fathers’
experiences of workplace situation and economic barriers clearly vary.
Highly motivated fathers with seemingly stable situations expressed in a
Swedish interview study of fathers taking longer parental leave, that they did
not request leave; they announced their plans for parental leave (Duvander et
al., 2017). To the contrary, Haas and Hwang (2019) identified, in their study
of fathers’ leave-taking in the private sector, structural work barriers, non-
supportive company cultures with negative attitudes towards leave-taking,
and experiences of gendered norms of not disrupting work for parental leave.
Fathers in executive management jobs are particularly prone to take less
parental leave than other fathers, average 35 days compared with 112 days
for other higher educated fathers (Forsikringskassan, 2016). In contrast,
mothers in management positions tend to share parental leave equally with
their partner (Forsiakringskassan, 2016). In another Swedish study, Eriksson
(2018) found that among parents with a high occupational skill level, fathers
with higher skill levels took more parental leave, and mothers took shorter
parental leave, than parents with the lowest skill level. Both fathers and
mothers with high occupational skill levels appeared to strive for equality by
making choices opposing gendered norms for time on parental leave
(Eriksson, 2018). Self-employed parents tend to use less parental benefits
days than wage-earning parents, with self-employed fathers differing the most
in comparison with wage-earning fathers (Anxo & Ericson, 2015). Fathers
who share parental leave equally are more likely to be employed in the public
sector than in private sector (Forsikringskassan, 2016). In summary, parents’
workplace culture and employment status contribute strongly to parents’
division of parental leave.

Parents’ background is related to their use of parental leave, with
parents born outside Sweden being overrepresented in groups who take little
or no leave, and to low benefit levels (Ma et al., 2019). Fathers born in
Sweden tend to share parental leave more equally than those born abroad
(Ma et al., 2019). Another demographic factor is urban versus rural living;
the probability of equal leave sharing increases if the parents live in an urban
rather than a rural part of Sweden (Forsikringskassan, 2020b; Ma et al.,
2019).

Social policy reforms that encouraged a gender-equal division of
parental leave, such as the individual quota of reserved months of parental
leave, have been found to contribute to an increased equal division of
parental allowance within a couple (Ma et al., 2019). The greatest differences
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found were in fathers’ leave-taking, especially among fathers with low
education, lower income, and born abroad, and especially when the first
month was introduced 1995. The proportion of fathers using any parental
benefit at all increased from 44% to 77%. The reform to allocate a third
month to the individual quota had no effect on the number of parents sharing
parental leave equally (Duvander & Johansson, 2019; Forsikringskassan,
2019a). The same pattern is seen for fathers’ use of ‘double days’, since the
difference of increased leave-taking involved groups with previously no or
lower use of parental benefit (ISF, 2018).

Finally, the most important determinant of the extent to which parents
take parental leave is the gender of the parent. Gender has a substantially
greater influence on the proportion of leave taken by mothers versus fathers
than either parent’s income or their percentage of total household income
(Forsdkringskassan, 2013). Previous research indicates that gender norms
limit parents’ choices regarding engagement in working life and family, as
gendered behaviour and expectations are expressed as norms about expected
length of parental leave (longer parental leave for mothers and no/shorter
leave for fathers). Therefore, parents’ gender equality orientation seems to be
a crucial aspect in relation to sharing parental leave equally (Almqvist &
Duvander 2014; Johansson, 2011; Kaufman et al., 2017). As expected, men
with outspoken gender equality orientation tend to more often take long
parental leave (Duvander, 2014).

Summarising previous research on parental leave in terms of the
bioecological theory (Bronfenbrenner 1979, 1994), the Swedish parental
leave programme based on political equality ambitions at the macrosystem
level can be considered highly influential at all ecological levels, by setting
preconditions for parents to combine family life and dual breadwinning. The
body of research investigating factors important for parents’ leave taking has
evolved from demographical, sociological, economical, and work life
perspectives. The understanding of how multiple factors are reflected in
complex transactions between and within ecological systems in different
contexts has evolved considerably. Yet, knowledge is limited concerning
transactions between social policy systems and psychological processes in
early family life, involving parenting, parental roles and interactions within
the family.
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Caring and sharing in modern family life

To understand the experience of parental leave and what kind of processes
that occur within the family, a psychological perspective on parenting and
family life was chosen, with a focus on fathers’ and mothers’ parental roles
and their interaction after a child is born. From a bioecological perspective,
aspects of parenting and family life involve processes primarily within
microsystems and at the mesosystem level, but also at the macrosystem level,
where norms and values are intertwined in parental roles.

The basis for parenthood is the relationship with the child and the
premises for the interaction in the family will be the starting point in this
section. The term family can be defined as ‘two or more persons who are
linked together by intimate association, resources, and values and consider
themselves to be a family’ (Bomar, 2004, p. 9). In family theory and research,
the concepts of parenting are mostly termed, explored and discussed in terms
of parental roles within heterosexual nuclear families. Obviously, there are
different family structures apart from the traditional nuclear family, such as
single parent families, stepfamilies, families with same sex parents, and
extended families (Golombok, 2015). The Nordic Council of Ministers has
highlighted the necessity of parental leave policies to be more inclusive of
non-traditional families’ needs, since Nordic family benefits systems can have
unintended effects on other family constellations than heterosexual nuclear
families (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2019). In this thesis family is used
with the general meaning of Bomar’s (2004) definition. Also, parents is used
when parents’ gender has no relevance for the context, recognising
similarities concerning parental roles in parenting constructs as suggested by
Fagan et al. (2014).

Even if the impact of the early relationships between the child and the
parents, siblings, and other close relations has been well established, the past
decades have brought a tremendous development of psychological knowledge
on how quality in relations and interaction form developmental conditions
for the child (Fitzgerald & Bockneck, 2013; Schore, 2001). The integration of
attachment theory, neuroscience, and developmental psychology into
regulation theory, sheds new light on how the social environment influences
life opportunities and developmental trajectories for children and their
parents (Schore & Schore, 2008). For instance, a review of the social
determinants of health (Marmot et al., 2012), showed that children’s early
years, as well as societies’ social welfare systems, are important factors for the
child’s developmental, emotional, and social well-being over the life course.
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Little is known about whether both parents’ involvement in primary
caregiving might affect infants’ further psychological development.
Experimental studies on Swedish infants’ face processing and face recognition
have shown that caregiver experience (i.e. parents’ time on parental leave)
influences behaviours related to novelty preferences and visual preferences
towards female and male faces (Gredebick et al., 2012; Juvrud et al., 2019;
Rennels et al, 2017). Yet, developmental long-term effects of infants’
experiences of distributed caregiving (participating fathers took 28% of
parental leave) versus female primary caregiving remain unknown.

Nevertheless, for the individual child, close relationships are the most
important influential developmental factor, in accordance with Winnicott’s
famous statement, "There is no such thing as a baby, there is a baby and
someone” (Winnicott, 1964, p. 88). Originally the attachment theory
emphasised the mother as primary caregiver, but later research has
underscored the importance for the child to form a deep, intimate bond with
one or a few caregivers and with no regard to gender (Bowlby 1969;
Bretherton, 1992). These attachment relationships are probably developing
independently of one another (van Ijzendoorn & De Wolff, 1997). The
quality of the parent-child relationship forms the child’s confidence in his or
her caregiver, i.e. attachment security. When the child explores the
environment and seeks security from the caregivers, he or she relates to the
attachment figure(s) in a hierarchical order. As parents’ involvement in
everyday activities seems to affect attachment relationships (Lamb & Lewis, 2010;
Lucassen et al., 2011), equally shared parental leave, with both parents actively
involved in caregiving, has been argued to be an important contributor to the
child’s attachment to its parents (Gislason & Eydal, 2011). Parents who
shared parental leave equally reported that infants of 18 months turned to
both parents when in need of comforting (Evertsson et al, 2018).
Furthermore, structural preconditions given by social policy enable parents to be
involved in caregiving, and form expectations for parental roles and relationships
within the family.

Parental roles and paternal involvement

Parenthood and parental roles are highly influenced by cultural values and
norms from the macrosystem level, which influence the expectations for
parents to be providers for the family and/or to be involved in caregiving
(Schmidt, 2018). Traditionally, mothers have been the primary focus for the
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development of theory and research on parenthood. Before the 1960s
motherhood was even synonymous with parenthood, and fathers’
contribution to parenthood was chiefly that of breadwinners (Cabrera et al.,
2000). Research on fathers’ points of view was mainly lacking before the
1970s. However, researchers’ interest in fathers grew in response to mothers’
engagement in working life and increased expectations for father
involvement. Parental roles in the care and socialisation of children were
discussed, in relation to an increased number of children in childcare and the
impact of fathers’ absence on their children (Barker et al., 2017; Cabrera et
al., 2000). Throughout the 1980s, studies on fathering and caregiving
expanded to a cross-disciplinary academic research field (Lamb, 2010).
Whether theoretical concepts and research on parenting have contributed to
constraining parental roles with the accent on caregiving or breadwinning, is
explored by fathering scholar Doucet (2020), focussing on the concept of
‘father involvement’. Whilst the last decades of research on mothering has
made attempts to reflect parental roles combining caregiving and
breadwinning, the same approach is less explored in fathering studies.
Instead, the conceptualisation of father involvement tends to oppose
caregiving and breadwinning. Considering these complexities, early parenting
needs to be understood in the context of primary and shared caregiving and
breadwinning.

Moreover, parental roles are formed by expectations of involvement in
caregiving which differ between genders, besides the influence from cultural
background, socioeconomic class, and values from community contexts
(Lamb, 2010). Although studies on fathers’ parental roles and paternal
involvement highlight the importance of considering the contextual influence
at all levels, the understanding of fathers taking leave alone is still premature
(Fagan et al., 2014; O’Brien & Wall, 2017). In the following sections, the main
focus on parental roles is on fathers’ caregiving, the interaction between
parents and shared responsibilities in early family life.

In a literature review, Plantin, Olukoya, and Ny (2011) found that
fathers’ involvement in childcare may have a positive effect, not only for the
fathers themselves, but also for their families, including the development and
well-being of the child. Fathers’ supportiveness has been shown to affect
children’s socio-emotional and cognitive achievements in particular (Barker et
al., 2017; Cabrera et al.,, 2007; Lamb, 2010; Sarkadi et al., 2008).
Subsequently, as one way to promote a good start in life for all children, the
World Health Organization (WHO) recommends that governments prioritise
and support men’s roles as parents (Marmot et al., 2012).
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Fathers too have voiced a desire to be caring fathers (Genesoni & Tallandini,
2009; Johansson, 2011; Kaufman & Gronlund, 2019; Kushner et al., 2017).
Several studies have suggested that the biological basis for fatherhood is
triggered prior to and around the birth of their infants and fathers’ bond with
their children through involvement and caregiving (Abraham & Feldman,
2018; Lewis & Lamb, 2003; Rilling & Marscaro 2017). Yet, the transition
into early parenthood might trigger emotions of helplessness, due to lack of
prior experience, until confidence in caregiving tasks is gained (Kowlessar et
al., 2015). Descriptions by fathers of infants reflect positive experiences such
as a strong connection to the family, but also tiredness and frustration in
attempts to keep the balance between caring for an infant and working life
(Chin et al., 2011; Genesoni & Tallandini, 2009; Kushner et al., 2017).

Fathers’ parenting behaviour has more similarities with than differences
from mothers’, but fathers usually spend less time with their infant than
mothers do (Lamb & Lewis, 2010). Not surprisingly, most working fathers
get less experience of caretaking than mothers on parental leave, which in the
long run may have consequences for their sense of competence as parents
(Chin et al., 2010; Genesoni & Tallandini, 2009; Kushner et al., 2017). Yet,
both mothers and fathers seem to learn and develop parenting skills
gradually. When fathers are spending time and interact with their child they
are developing confidence and parenting skills, which makes adaptation to
parenthood run more smoothly (Duvander et al., 2017; Lamb & Lewis,
2010; Rehel, 2014). Hence, the opportunity for fathers to take parental leave
was initiated from a societal level in Sweden to promote both parents’ sense
of confidence and trust in their parenting skills (Gislason & Eydal, 2011).

Paternal involvement in terms of time spent with children is high in all
Nordic countries when compared internationally (Haas & Hwang, 2012;
Hook & Wolfe, 2012; Smith & Williams, 2007). The quality of the father-
child interaction seems to be related to both the amount of time of engaged
activity that the father spends with the child and the father’s parenting style
(Brown et al., 2007). Father-child interaction and the amount of time fathers
spend with children over the week seems to have increased since previous
generations, possibly reflecting a growing trend for paternal involvement
despite individual and cultural differences in fathers’ level of engagement
(Cabrera et al., 2000; Craig et al., 2014; Pleck, 2010). However, paternal
involvement in terms of the amount of time (quantity) cannot solely be
considered, as the quality of their involvement also needs to be addressed
(Fagan et al., 2014).
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Several studies have confirmed the parental influence via parents’ behaviour
in interaction with their infants through play, communication, and sensitive
response (Lamb, 2012). Fathers’ interaction styles have been discussed in
relation to cultural variations and expectations for caregiving and playful
activities (Buckley & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2010; Lewis & Lamb, 2003;
Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2013). In a Swedish context, first-time fathers
emphasised the importance of being involved throughout pregnancy, during
delivery, as well as in the care of the infant (Fiagerskiold, 2008; Premberg et
al., 2008). Another Swedish study found that fathers are more involved in
caregiving than in playful activities with their toddlers (Hallberg et al., 2007).

An emerging body of research studies whether fathers’ parental leave is
associated with different types of father involvement. In a comparative
analysis of data from 27 European countries, fathers’ parental leave was
associated with increased involvement in childcare; the longer the leave, the
more time fathers devoted daily to their children (Meil, 2013). In a Swedish
context, fathers who take longer periods of parental leave tend to work fewer
hours when their children are older, engage more in childcare tasks, are more
likely to have sole responsibility at times, and report higher satisfaction with
their contact with the child (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014; Duvander & Jans,
2009; Haas & Hwang, 2008; Haas & Hwang, 2012). Moreover, a
Norwegian study confirmed the long-term effects of four weeks’ parental
leave during the child’s first year on fathers’ increased involvement in
childcare (Rege & Solli, 2010). Also, parental leave of five weeks was related
to paternal involvement in terms of greater mind-mindedness in Danish
fathers’ interaction with their pre-school child (Tharner et al., 2016). An
increased sense of parenting confidence and improved parenting skills was
reported in a qualitative study that explored Portuguese fathers’ experiences
of one month of parental leave alone (Wall, 2014). Short-term leave of about
two weeks do not, however, appear to have the same long-term impact on
fathers’ involvement according an American study (Seward et al., 2006). Nor
did an Australian longitudinal study on time-diary data show an association
between fathers’ duration of leave and time spent with their infant at age 4-
19 months (Hosking et al., 2010). In a recent longitudinal study, Petts and
Knoester (2018) showed an association between American fathers’ length of
parental leave (from 0 to 5 weeks or more) and engagement in developmental
tasks and caregiving during the early years.

A Norwegian interview study found that fathers who combined flexible
part-time leave with part-time work tended to be less engaged in their
parental role and in childcare, due to prioritising work and experiencing
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double stress (Brandt & Kvande, 2016). Yet, little is known about how
fathers’ leave taking in relation to societal and personal preconditions affect
fathers’ further involvement. Few studies have yet been published suggesting
zero effects of parental leave taking on fathers’ involvement and the
influential, but long-term, factors have not been fully explored.

In the theoretical development of the paternal involvement concept,
Pleck (2010) suggested a revised conceptualisation of paternal involvement
that includes positive engagement activities, warmth, responsiveness, and
control in terms of monitoring and decision-making, as primary components.
Pleck also suggested that the paternal involvement definition should include
two auxiliary domains: indirect care and process responsibility (Pleck, 2010).
The latter domains reflect how fathers provide life opportunities for the child
(social and material indirect care), and form preconditions to meet the child’s
emotional, practical and social needs through a process of responsibility
which does not necessarily involve direct interaction with the child (Pleck,
2010). In the discussion concerning the evolution of the paternal involvement
concept, breadwinning has been considered a form of material indirect care,
intra-connected with caregiving (Doucet, 2020).

Yet, fathers’ positive activity engagement can be characterised in
multiple ways, and the theoretical concepts concerning parental
responsibilities and involvement in the care of the child are discussed and not
fully developed (Doucet, 2015; Fagan et al., 2014; Pleck, 2010; Schoppe-
Sullivan & Fagan, 2020). As Fagan et al. (2014) underline, the constructs do
not describe parenting behaviours exclusively for fathers; mothers engage in
similar behaviours. The evolvement of the paternal involvement concept
emphasises the domain of process responsibility, defined as the role fathers
take in arranging and providing resources for the child’s needs as distinct
from direct care of and interaction with the child (Pleck, 2010). Doucet
(2015) defines parental responsibility as comprising of a set of: (a) emotional,
(b) community, and (¢) “moral” responsibilities. The emotional responsibility
reflects parents’ caregiving and knowledge of the child’s needs, but also the
ways parents assess the response from the child. The community
responsibility is equivalent to Pleck’s concept of social indirect care (Pleck,
2010), and the “moral” responsibility encompasses social values and
gendered norms of breadwinning and caregiving for mothers and fathers
(Doucet, 2015). In the continuum of process responsibility presented by
Doucet (2006), fathers were classified as managers, partners, or assistants,
depending on their paternal role and involvement.
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Cabrera et al. (2014), proposed an expanded model of the ecology of father-
child relationships, which emphasises the environmental and psychological
context of parenting, including the understanding of paternal involvement.
The heuristic model is a framework for a broad range of research questions
that exemplifies the complexity in conceptualisations of fathering, and
highlights the importance of researchers’ contextualisation when studying
family relationships and children’s development. The expanded model builds
on Bronfenbrenner’s theory and emphasises the reciprocal dynamic systems in
which the relationship between fathers and children evolve over time. The
model also accounts for how feedback loops influence the interactions within
the family system and how external factors might trigger changes in the
relations to all family members (e.g., workplace conditions, social policies).
Kulik & Sadeh’s (2015) study of Israeli fathers’ involvement in the care of
young children applied such a broad bioecological perspective in their
exploration of contributing factors at multiple ecological systems levels. For
example, urban-living fathers who perceived the mother’s behaviour as high
maternal gatekeeping, tended to be more involved in caregiving than fathers
in rural settings.

Promoting gender-equal parental roles and shared responsibility in
caregiving has influenced the norms of masculinity towards a more caring
masculinities (Elliott, 2016) and child-oriented masculinity (Almqvist et al.,
2011; Bekkengen, 2006; Johansson & Klinth, 2008). This evolvement of
parental roles could be understood from a psychological perspective, as it is
through involvement in caregiving that emotional relationships are
established. For the understanding of the dynamics of parental roles in early
family life, parents’ interaction and shared responsibilities must be
considered.

Coparenting and work-family balance

In family life, parents’ attitudes and engagement in caregiving are partly
reflected in how parents relate to each other as parents, distinguished from
couples’ interaction within their relationship. The way parents share
responsibility, collaborate and agree on childrearing issues, and the extent to
which parents trust and support each other is referred to as coparenting
(Feinberg 2003). The concept of coparenting is based on family systems
theory, which concerns dynamics in family interactions (Minuchin, 1985),
and object relation theory (Weissman & Cohen, 1985), which describes
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aspects of parents’ supportive and undermining behaviour in relation to each
other’s parenting efforts. Parents differ in their encouragement and how they
manage to coordinate or undermine each other’s parental activities. The
extent to which parents believe they cooperate in a working relationship is
termed parenting alliance (Weissman & Cohen, 1985). The concept of
coparenting can be considered a broad multidimensional construct with
different underlying conceptualisations of the term, and operational
definitions in studies of coparenting vary (Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). Also,
structural preconditions and cultural values on parental roles become overt in
findings on coparenting from different contexts.

In line with the Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory, parents’ interaction
with each other at the mesosystem level is of importance for the child’s
socioemotional development (Teubert & Pinquart, 2010). A sound parenting
alliance enables parents to communicate child-related information, respect
the other parent’s involvement, and cooperate to meet the needs of the child
(Konold & Abidin, 2001). Each parents’ relationship with the child is
developed within the coparenting relationship, and parental roles are
therefore shaped in the context of the alliance and the extent to which
parents cooperate (Cabrera et al., 2014). As an example of transactions
between the ecological levels, mothers who reported difficulties in
communication with their partner at the mesosystem level tended to enjoy
parenting their infant less at the microsystem level, than those in couples with
a more positive communication style (Matthey et al., 2012).

Parents’ interactions within the coparenting relationship are also
influenced by their values and gender role attitudes at the macrosystem level
(Buckley & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2010). Whether parental roles are or should be
equal, is not implied by the term coparenting (Feinberg, 2003). Parents’
satisfaction with the degree of equality in the coparenting relationship is
determined within their agreement on the distribution of parenting
responsibilities. Still, the expectations of their partner’s parenting competence
are likely to reflect social values in relation to their own parental role.
Mothers who have a positive attitude to the father’s competence were less
likely to show negative maternal gatekeeping behaviour (e.g. control or
discourage) and more likely to promote shared responsibility for caregiving
(Puhlman & Pasley, 2013). Mothers’ positive attitudes towards fathers’
initiatives are described as gare opening behaviour (Olsavsky et al., 2019).
Thus, fathers’ caregiving involvement is related to mothers’ degree of support
or criticism (Murphy et al., 2017), and the relationship with the partner
seems to influence fathers’ self-efficacy in parenting tasks (Sheedy &
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Gambrel, 2019). Different kinds of father involvement seem to influence
coparenting in different ways; father involvement in play increased
supportive coparenting, whereas caregiving has been associated with less
supporting coparenting behaviour (Jia et al., 2011). If fathers’ sense of
competence and child engagement is high, more conflicts and interferences
are observed in triadic interactions (Favez et al., 2016). Also, coparenting
quality decreases in terms of less supportive interaction, when parents
disagree about the maternal role (Favez et al., 2016). Dyadic adjustment in
terms of coparenting closeness, indicating how much parents grow together
when sharing the parenting experience, has been associated with fathers’
perceived maternal gatekeeping (Olsavsky et al., 2019). In all, the way
parents are able to serve as a coparenting team reflects the quality of the
coparenting relationship, which has been shown to remain stable during
infancy (Favez et al., 2016; Feinberg, 2003).

The concept of work-family balance refers to how work and families
intersect and influence each other, both as facilitators and as a source of
conflicts when balancing professional duties and family responsibilities
(Lomazzi et al., 2019). Different social structures, ideologies, cultural values
and gendered expectations for parents’ engagement in working life form
conditions that influence whether parents’ integration of family life and paid
work is possible to achieve, and whether having dual breadwinners is
experienced as challenging (Doucet, 2006). Lomazzi et al. (2019) confirmed
that both institutional and workplace arrangements supporting dual
breadwinning — caregiving are associated with more egalitarian gender roles,
enabling combinations of care and paid work for both men and women.
Swedish couples’ attitudes towards gender equality also seem to influence
how they made adjustments to their work situations after becoming parents,
and when both partners held more positive attitudes towards gender equality,
the father was more likely to change his work situation (Kaufman &
Bernhardt, 2015).

Clearly, in the interaction between parents and their engagement in
family life and working life reciprocal transactions between all ecological
system levels come into play. Kaufman and Almqvist (2017) argue that the
earmarked quota for each parent in the Swedish parental leave system
contributes to better balance between family life and working life, by
promoting gender-equal parenting. Also, studies on parents’ experiences of
shared parental leave have found that the parents’ similar experiences and
shared responsibilities seem to increase their confidence and trust in each
other’s capability as parents (Almgqvist et al., 2011; Almqvist & Duvander,

25



2014; Duvander et al., 2017). Hence, to understand the way parents’
coparenting relationship and work-family balance evolve, attitudes and
practices reflecting parental gender equality need to be considered.

Parental gender equalily and couple relationship dynamics

Parental gender equality in family life is a multidimensional concept that
relates both to attitudes towards gendered specialisation of roles and tasks,
and actual involvement in caregiving and responsibility for household work
(Lomazzi et al.,, 2019). In the Nordic context, expectations of shared
responsibility for caregiving are high, due to women’s high participation in
working life (Gislason & Eydal, 2011; Olah et al., 2018). At least some part
of parental leave is nowadays considered the norm for fathers in Sweden
(Brandén et al., 2016; Gislason & Eydal, 2011; Johansson & Klinth, 2008).
Despite this ideal, mothers still use parental leave allowance much more than
fathers during their child’s first year (Duvander & Lofgren, 2019). The
gendered parental leave outtake, has been discussed in terms of different
expectations for parental roles (e.g. Almqvist & Duvander, 2014: Brandén et
al., 2016; Olah et al., 2018). Fathers’ parental responsibilities seem to hold a
higher degree of freedom than mothers’, and fathers have the right to choose
how much involved they want to be, e.g. length of parental leave. In contrast,
mothers’ parental responsibility is considered to be less voluntary, as women
often are regarded as, and serve as, primary caregivers (Bekkengen, 2002;
Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson, 2001; Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017). These
differences in parental roles can be considered as social constructions, in
which parents are “doing gender” as an activity shaped by ongoing
negotiations of various tasks and expectations (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
The division of household work often becomes more traditionally
divided when couples become parents. Couples have been found to have a
more equal division of time spent in housework when they share childcare
tasks equally (Evertsson, 2014). Other studies performed in Sweden found
that fathers have increased their involvement in childcare, but not their
involvement regarding shared responsibility for household work (Almqvist et
al., 2011; Forsiakringskassan, 2014a; Olah et al., 2014). Bekkengen (2006),
had noticed these differences in fathers’ responsibilities, and suggests to
distinguish between child-oriented masculinity and gender-equal men. The
attempt to make sharp distinctions between positions in fathers’ masculinity
has been questioned by Klinth & Johansson (2010), who argued that
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involved fathers may express both masculine identities. Nevertheless, fathers’
engagement in household work and childcare has increased, but mothers still
spend more time doing unpaid domestic work and childcare (Brandén et al,
2016; Hagqvist et al., 2017; Johansson, 2011; Olah et al., 2018).

Previous research also found that attitudes and practices concerning
responsibility for household work differed among gender equal-oriented
fathers with experiences of an extended period of parental leave (Klinth &
Johansson, 2010). A qualitative study of Swedish fathers who shared parental
leave equally, found that staying at home included the main responsibility for
household work, and their working partners were involved in household
work in the same way as fathers had been before they took parental leave
(Duvander et al., 2017). A British study (Pinho & Gaunt, 2019) showed that
fathers who assumed the primary caregiving role and their breadwinning
spouses, distributed caregiving and household work according to their family
roles, despite gender norms. This approach was interpreted to ‘undo gender’
in parenting. Furthermore, emotional caregiving was shared more equally
among those couples than among traditional couples with the mother as
primary caregiver. Yet, there are methodological challenges to capture
parents’ parental responsibilities. Eriksson (2019) found that couples’ care
trajectories in terms of time allocations by mothers and fathers during the
child’s early years, could be captured for couples who take month-or
yearlong turns as primary caregivers, while dual-caring couples who share
care equally on a daily or weekly basis were not possible to detect. This
finding indicates that temporality in couples’ actual responsibilities in
caregiving and household work during short episodes of paid and unpaid
parental leave, might not be acknowledged in studies based on register data.

Parental responsibilities and everyday practices are often developed
gradually and do not always undergo negotiation (Elvin-Nowak &
Thomsson, 2001). Parents’ engagement in early family life also might be
considered differently over time. One of five parents seemed to regret their
division of parental leave in retrospect; fathers wishing they had taken longer
leave, and mothers wishing they had taken a shorter period of leave (Brandén
et al., 2016). The fact that mothers take parental leave earlier and for longer
periods than fathers was found in a review of previous research to contribute
to the division of responsibilities in the family (Olah et al., 2018). Equally
shared parental leave may presume that both parents are being emotionally
and practically responsible, but expectations that the mother would carry
responsibility even when the father was on parental leave can be pronounced
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by her experience of early caretaking (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014; Doucet,
2004; Doucet, 2015; Rehel, 2014).

Concerning mothers’ parental responsibilities, a study of employed
mothers in Sweden (Elvin-Nowak, 1999), described mothers’ sense of
consciousness about the child’s needs as an ongoing process which could
occupy the mind, often paired with feelings of guilt if she believes she has
failed to shoulder her responsibilities at all times. Almqvist and Duvander
(2014), describe mothers’ mental organizing responsibility in the family (e.g.
fixing children’s clothes and staying in contact with preschool), even when
the fathers took long parental leave. These findings on mothers’ parental
responsibilities correspond to Doucet’s (2015) concept of ‘emotional
responsibilities’ in parenting, which are developed through interactions with
the child and can enrich both parents’ sense of attentiveness and
responsiveness to the child’s needs. When fathers stay at home and get
involved in parenting early, a deeper understanding of the care work beyond
the caregiving tasks might evolve through shared responsibilities in caregiving
(Doucet, 2015; Rehel, 2014).

Parents negotiate parental roles within a coparenting relationship that
is distinct from, albeit related to, their couple relationship. Parents’ awareness
of each other’s needs and their relationship seems to predict marital
satisfaction. It seems that parenthood can both strengthen (Kluwer, 2010)
and strain the couple relationship (Backstrom et al., 2018; Mitnick et al.,
2009; Nelson et al., 2014; Shapiro et al., 2000). Role conflicts and restriction
of freedom after the birth of a child might contribute to a lower relationship
quality (Olah et al., 2018; Twenge et al, 2003). The demanding task of
combining childcare, household work and paid work might also trigger
couple relationship parental friction (Kushner et al., 2017; Yarwood, &
Locke, 2016). Also, conflicting views on division of paid and unpaid,
domestic, work have been shown to increase the risk for marital separation
(Olah & Gabhler, 2014).

Moreover, shared responsibility for breadwinning and household work
may be associated with higher rates of conflict than in ‘less equal’ couples
(Lomazzi et al., 2019; Magnusson, 2006). The WHO report (Marmot et al.,
2012) commented on risk factors for psychosocial stress that affect women
attempting to balance expectations regarding caregiving, paid work, and
housekeeping, while men’s health was more often affected by work
conditions. Yet, Norwegian fathers who combined parental leave and flexible
part time work reported strain and stress, similar to the maternal
psychosocial risk factors mentioned above (Brandth & Kvande, 2016).
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Nystrom & Ohrling (2004) concluded in their literature review, that mothers’
experiences of parenthood during the child’s first year was overwhelming,
with their stress being related to the primary caretaking responsibility.
Fathers’ experiences of strain have been linked to demands in the transition
to the parental role (Kowlessar et al., 2015; Nystrom & Ohrling, 2004).
Consequently, couples’ negotiations of parenting practices and parental
gender equality within early family life reflect reciprocal transactions between
ecological systems at all levels.

To sum up, a wealth of research has established the importance of
family relationships and interactions for the development of children, but
there is limited knowledge on how parents of infants collaborate in their
caregiving responsibilities and how parents’ couple relationship may be
affected by division of parental leave. Therefore, psychological aspects of
parenting and early family life need to be further explored from both parents’
perspective when they put ideals into practice by sharing the parental leave
equally. A better understanding also is needed of how parents’ experiences
from different division of parental leave could be reflected in psychological
aspects of early family life in terms of coparenting, work-family balance, and
the couple relationship.
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Parenting stress in families

Parents experience parenthood in different ways, and the concept of
parenting stress could serve as an example of the complexity that
Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) bioecological model describes. Parental roles are
affected of several interacting factors within and between systems at different
levels, and these reciprocal transactions over time are reflected in experiences
of parenting. Whether the parental role brings mostly positive experiences or
recurring struggles will affect and consolidate interactions within the family’s
microsystems and at the mesosystem level, already from the transition to
parenthood (Olsavsky 2019; Premberg et al., 2008). In Abidin’s (1992)
theory of parenting behaviour, parenting stress is described as a central
component that influences parenting behaviour, and which, in itself, is
influenced by parent characteristics, child characteristics, and situational/life
demographics, through the moderating variable parental role.

Parenting stress is described in the literature as the result of a perceived
discrepancy between the specific demands associated with parenthood and
the parent’s personal resources (Abidin, 1992; Ostberg, 1999). Deater-
Deckard (1998) suggested that parenting stress is a natural consequence of
parenthood, emphasizing individual differences in parenting stress and the
variation in the ranges from normal parenting stress as well as more extreme,
clinically relevant variants of parenting stress.

In the transition to parenthood, prenatal negative feelings about the
pregnancy, the upcoming birth, and the first weeks with a new born baby,
have been found to be associated with parenting stress in both mothers and
fathers (Hildingsson & Thomas, 2014). Pregnancy-related anxiety and
depression during early pregnancy have been found to be risk factors for parenting
stress among fathers (Saisto et al., 2008; Skjothaug et al., 2018).

The experience of parenting also seems to affect levels of parenting
stress as the family develops. First- and second-time mothers and fathers
differ in their sources of stress, which are related to their confidence in
caregiving and the challenges of meeting the needs of one versus two children
(Knoester & Eggebeen, 2006; Krieg, 2007). Demanding circumstances, such as
preterm birth, trigger parenting stress in both parents, and parents’ involvement in
the care of the infant contributes to reducing stress levels (Morelius et al., 2015).
Parenting stress in fathers of preterm infants has been found to increase between six
and 12 months, while decreasing in mothers during the first year (Schmoker et al.,
2020).
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Fathers’ competence in the routine caretaking of the toddler, as well as child-
related variables such as fathers’ assessment of their child’s temperament
(Saisto et al., 2008), have been associated with higher parenting stress in
fathers than in mothers. Yet, previous research also has pointed to mothers’
perceptions of the child’s temperament as ‘fussy-difficult’, hassles from child
caretaking, and poor sleeping patterns in the child as strongly associated with
maternal parenting stress (Sepa et al., 2004; Sorondo & Reeb-Sutherland,
2015; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). Parenting stress in terms of daily hassles
and major life stress has been found to have consequences for the dyadic
interaction in early parent-child relationships (Crnic et al., 2005). In a recent
longitudinal study, associations were found between parental bonding,
parenting stress, and child executive functioning, in both mothers and fathers
(de Cock et al., 2017). Poorer prenatal bonding predicted poorer postnatal
bonding and the parents were more vulnerable to parenting stress, which in
turn was associated with more child executive functioning problems. Higher
levels of parenting stress also have been linked to more withdrawal problem
behaviour, severe attention problems, and aggressive behaviour problems in
insecurely attached children, but not in securely attached children (Tharner et
al., 2012). Other consequences of elevated parenting stress might affect an
abiding biological vulnerability to stress in the child (Koch et al., 2010), and
an increased risk of child behaviour problems (Neece et al., 2012). Another
recent longitudinal study based on assessment of 835 parent-child dyads at
ages 1, 2, and 3 (Cherry et al., 2019), found that parenting stress and
children’s behaviour problems were relatively stable over time and had
bidirectional associations from infancy to toddlerhood.

Even if parenting stress has a complex and multifactorial origin, the
construct of parenting stress has been confirmed as well as its association
with parents’ general health, depression, anxiety, psychological problems and
experiences of serious life events in mothers and fathers (Koch et al, 2010;
Pripp et al., 2010; Saisto et al., 2008; Skreden et al., 2012; Tedgard et al.,
2019; Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000).

Parenting stress in terms of role restriction, i.e. feeling trapped by
parental expectations and responsibilities, seems to affect mothers more than
fathers (Hildingsson & Thomas, 2014; Widarsson et al., 2013). Previously
identified maternal risk factors for parenting stress are post-partum
depression (Andersson & Hildingsson, 2015; Saisto et al., 2008), parental
dissatisfaction (Sepa et al., 2004), perceived high workload, and lack of social
support (Ostberg & Hagekull, 2000). Hildingsson and Thomas (2014) found
that mothers with higher education reported higher levels of stress, while
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previous research has shown inconsistent results about the association
between level of education and parenting stress in mothers (Andersson &
Hildingsson, 2015; Lagerberg et al., 2011; Saisto et al., 2008; Widarsson et
al.,2014; Ostberg et al., 2007).

Fathers have reported more social isolation than mothers (Hildingsson
& Thomas, 2014; Skreden et al., 2012; Widarsson et al., 2013). Risk factors
for parenting stress among fathers include low sense of coherence (which involves
comprehensibility, manageability and meaningfulness), and low dyadic consensus
(Widarsson et al., 2014). Furthermore, changes in the couple relationship have
been associated with more parenting stress in fathers than in mothers
(Deater-Deckard & Scarr, 1996).

In the couple relationship, elevated levels of parenting stress have been
found to affect couple relationship quality (Durtschi et al., 2017; Nelson et al.,
2014), and contributed to higher risk of couple dissolution (Kerstis et al, 2014;
Widarsson et al., 2019).

Parenting stress in mothers has been moderately stable over a 6-year
period (Crnic et al., 2005; Ostberg et al., 2007), and the effects of stress on
parents in early childhood have been suggested to accumulate from
pregnancy across the preschool period (Crnic et al., 2005). Clearly, parenting
stress may affect families’ wellbeing and interactions in multiple ways and over
time. Studies on parenting stress tend to focus on problematic consequences and
examine different risk factors for children and parents. Less is known about how
family policy systems and parent’s personal resources, such as experienced
confidence in parenting skills and parental involvement, might serve as protective
factors. A Korean study of 255 healthy infants found that paternal involvement, in
terms of caregiving and providing emotional support to mothers, reduced maternal
parenting stress (Kim et al., 2016). This in turn was associated with positive infant
neurological development, with an even stronger direct effect of paternal
involvement on infant neurodevelopment. Even if fathers’ involvement has been
found to positively influence processes that benefit the wellbeing of family
members in one context such as that of Korea, the findings cannot be generalised
into other settings or countries. It is not known whether the Swedish parental leave
programme promoting father involvement in family life may have a similar positive
influence on parenting stress.

In summary, research on parenting stress in both parents have
described influences from multiple factors and consequences for families with
young children. Previous research on parenting stress underlines the
importance of societal factors, yet studies on family life and the influence of
parental leave on parenting stress are scant. Sinai & Tikotzky (2012),
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examined associations between parenting stress, maternal leave status and
infant / parent sleep problems among families in Israel. Due to differences in
social policy systems and cultural factors, it is therefore motivated to improve
the understanding of possible influence on parents’ experiences of parenting
stress in relation to division of parental leave in the Swedish context.
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Rationale for the thesis

A wealth of research has established the importance of contextual factors for
parenting and interactions within the family, but the literature review
presented above reveals several knowledge gaps that this thesis was designed
to address. Previous research on how parental leave arrangements may affect
parental roles and family processes from both parents’ perspective is
inconclusive (Hildingsson & Thomas, 2014; Olah et al., 2018; Rehel, 2014).
Especially, knowledge about consequences of division of parental leave from
a psychological perspective is limited. It is not known how parents who share
their parental leave equally experience the shift in caregiving when one parent
goes back to work. An exploration of psychological processes within the
family when parental leave is shifted, may contribute to further the
understanding of the personal and relational meaning of sharing parenting
leave equally, and the influence of equal sharing on parental roles and
interactions. Furthermore, it is not known to what extent parental leave
division is associated with psychological aspects of parenting and family life,
such as parenting stress, coparenting, work-family balance, and the couple
relationship. Increased understanding of these psychological aspects within
the context of parents’ division of parental leave is important because
parental roles are settled early, and the way caregiving responsibilities are
shared by the parents will probably set the stage for future family
interactions.
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Aims

Overall aim

The overall aim of this thesis was to explore how parents’ division of
parental leave influences parenting and family life from a psychological
perspective. By focussing on both parents’ experiences of equally shared
parental leave and the shift in caregiving, parental roles and psychological
processes within the family are explored. Psychological aspects also concern
the influence of parents’ division of leave on their wellbeing and interaction
with each other, and on their engagement in working life. The key
psychological aspects explored were: parenting stress, coparenting quality,
work-family balance, and couple relationship quality.

Specific aims

The aim of Study I was to explore parents’ experiences of equally shared
parental leave (in proportion between 60/40 and 50/50 of the time).
Specifically, this study focussed on the shift in caregiving, when mothers on
parental leave returned to work and fathers took parental leave and entered the role
as primary caregiver during the child’s first year.

The aim of Study II was to explore the associations between division of
parental leave and change in perceived parenting stress in parents of infants.

The aim of Study III was to explore the associations between division of
parental leave and perceived quality of coparenting in parents of infants. In
addition, we wanted to compare parents’ work-family balance in terms of
satisfaction with time on parental leave and time spent at work.

The aim of Study IV was to explore the associations between division
of parental leave and change in perceived quality of the couple relationship in
parents of infants, and whether this association is influenced by parenting
stress or coparenting quality. We hypothesised that equal division of parental
leave is positively associated with couple relationship quality (Hypothesis 1).
Furthermore, this association should be mediated by parenting stress and
coparenting quality (Hypothesis 2).
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Summary of studies

The included studies are all based on the research project ‘Familjeliv och
fordelning av forildraledighet’ [Family life and division of parental leave],
initiated by the PhD candidate for this thesis. The project was a collaboration
between the Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg, and the
Research and Development Centre for Primary Care in Gothenburg.

The research group that initially designed and carried out the project
consisted of a professor in psychology at the University of Gothenburg, an
associate professor in psychology at the Research and Development Centre for
Primary Care in Gothenburg primary care, and the author, a psychologist in
Maternal and Child health care in Region Vistra Gotaland and PhD
candidate in psychology at the University of Gothenburg. After the PhD
candidate’s licentiate dissertation, an associate professor from the Research
and Development Centre for Primary Care in Gothenburg has been involved in the
project.

Methods
Stuay designs and setting

The studies in the thesis employ three different designs. To explore parents’
experiences of equally shared parental leave, a qualitative interview study
was performed (Study I). To evaluate factors associated with division of
parental leave and family life, two prospective, longitudinal studies were
performed, based on self-report questionnaires at six months and 18 months
after childbirth (Studies II and IV). A cross-sectional observational study,
based on the same self-report questionnaires at 18 months after childbirth,
was also performed (Study III).

All initial contact with the participating parents was achieved through
collaboration with the Child health services (CHS), which offer health
guidance, health examinations, vaccinations and parental support free of
charge to all children aged 0-5 years (Swedish Child health services, 2020).
The preventive programme includes health visits on a regular basis over time,
and has a very high participation rate from families.

Parents of infants were recruited from CHS centres in the south-western
part of the region Vistra Gotaland. Each CHS centre serves almost 100% of
infants in their area, and covers both urban and suburban settings.
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Participants and proceadures

Study I

Mothers and fathers were recruited via four CHS centres. Couples who
planned to share parental leave equally were approached by CHS nurses at
the centres, informed about the study and asked to participate. To meet the
inclusion criteria of equal division, each parent had to plan taking at least
40% to 60% of the couple’s time on parental leave. Also, the shift in parental
leave would have to have taken place before the child’s first birthday.

Out of 13 couples that met the criteria for inclusion, 12 couples agreed
to be interviewed. The participants were biological parents of 12 infants aged
from 7 to 13 months when the interviews were conducted. The age of the
parents varied from 27 to 40 years. All 24 participants were married or co-
habiting with their partner and identified as heterosexual. Five couples were
first-time parents and seven couples had two children. Almost all parents had
Swedish as their mother tongue; one couple came from south-eastern Europe.
A majority (21 out of the 24 parents) were highly educated. The mothers’
mean duration of parental leave was 9.5 months (range 7.5-11.5 months)
and the fathers planned to take 7 months (range 5-9 months) of parental
leave on average.

The parents were interviewed individually during 30 to 60 minutes, six
weeks after the couple had shifted parental leave. The interviews were carried
out by the PhD candidate between June 2009 and May 2010, before the third
quoted month was added.

Study II, III & IV

Parents of 4-month-old infants were invited to participate in the study by 58
nurses at 25 (of a total of 83) CHS centres in the county area. Inclusion criteria
were that parents should be cohabiting and be fluent enough in the Swedish
language to understand the questionnaires.

A total of 910 invited to participate, of which 748 participant parents
consented to participate and were personally sent a web-based survey or a
postal questionnaire (Figure 2), when the child was six months old (T1). After
two reminders, 431 parents (255 mothers and 176 fathers, including 156 couples)
completed the survey, a response rate of 57.8%. The follow-up survey at 18
months after childbirth (T2) was similarly distributed to the 431 parents who
had responded to the first survey and to 86 of their partners who had not
responded to the survey at T1, for a total of 517. After two reminders, 302
parents (176 mothers and 126 fathers) completed the second survey, a
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response rate of 58.4 %. The analyses are based on the 280 parents (174
mothers and 106 fathers, 87 couples) who responded to both surveys.

Invited to participate

162 (18%)

Declined to participate

T1 Distributed questionnaires 74

No response

317 (42%)

Answered questionnaires 431
255
;176 Non-responding partners of
participants at T1

T Distributed questionnaires 51

No response

302
Answered questionnaires Q176 Dropouts from T1 to T2
4126
‘ Respondents only at T2
Actual study group 380
participants at both ¥174
T1and T2 d106

Figure 2. Flowchart of data collection at 6 months (T1) and 18 months (T2) after the
child’s birth.

The sample of parents who completed both surveys included a larger
proportion of mothers who were first-time parents, in comparison with the
proportion among those who participated in only the first survey (T1) [x2 (1,
n=255) = 4.47, p=.034].

Parents were divided into two groups based on how they reported that
they had shared the parental leave: Equal sharing (each parent taking 40% to
60% of the leave) and Non-equal sharing (one parent, generally the mother,
taking more than 60% of the leave). The between-group demographic
comparisons were performed slightly different in Study II versus Study III and
IV, due to two variations on how the grouping of participants are presented.
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In Study II, the equal and non-equal sharing groups, based on planned division
of parental leave, had similar demographic characteristics; with one exception,
no significant between-group differences were found. Significantly more
fathers reported being on parental leave in the Equal sharing group at T1 [x2
(1, n=109) = 7.77, p = .021]. In Study III and IV, demographic data based on
reported division of parental leave at T2, were similar in the Equal and Non-
equal sharing groups (Table 1).

Table 1. Characteristics of participants 6 months after childbirth (T1),

grouped by reported actual division of parental leave.

Equal Sharing Non-Equal Sharing
Mothers Fathers Mothers Fathers Total
(n=88) (n=55) (n=86) (n=51) N =280
Age, mean (SD) 3393 (3.71) 35.62(5.35) 33.02 (4.40) 35.29 (4.96) 33.92 (4.69)
Experience of parenthood, n (%)
First-time parent 55 (62.5) 32 (58.2) 47 (52.1) 27 (52.9) 161 (57.5)
Parent with previous children 33 (37.5) 23 (41.8) 39 (45.3) 24 (47.1) 119 (42.5)
Number of children, mean (SD) 1.57 (0.79) 1.60 (0.78) 1.64 (0.84) 1.67 (0.84) 1.61 (0.81)
Occupation, n (%)
Parental leave 72 (81.8) 6 (10.9) 75 (87.2) 1(2.0) 154 (55)
Work and/or studies 334 45 (81.8) 2(2.3) 47 (92.2) 97 (34.6)
Parental leave and work/studies 13 (14.8) 4(7.3) 9 (10.5) 3(5.9) 29 (10.4)
Unemployment 0 0 0 0 0
Language, n (%)
Swedish 83 (94.3) 52 (94.5) 80 (93.0) 49 (96.1) 264 (94.3)
Other 5(5.7) 3(5.5) 6 (7.08) 239 16 (5.7)
Education, n (%)
Upper secondary or below 9 (10.2) 11 (20.0) 13 (15.1) 13 (25.5) 46 (16.4)
University/ post-secondary 79 (89.8) 44 (80.0) 73 (84.9) 38 (74.5) 234 (83.6)

Parents were instructed to respond to the questionnaire individually. The
survey took approximately 30 minutes to complete. Data were collected
between January 2011 and January 2013, before the third quoted month was

added.
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Data collection

Interviews (Study I)

In this study, data were collected from individual, semi-structured interviews.
An interview guide was used, consisting of questions regarding the incentives
to share parental leave equally, experiences from the shift between parents,
and the child’s reaction to the shift of primary caregiver. Parents were also
asked about reactions from their network and their need for support. Open-
ended questions were followed by prompts, and the order of the questions
was guided by the parents’ narratives.

Questionnaires and outcomes measured (Study II, III, & IV)

In Study II, III, and IV data were collected when the child was six months old
(T1), and for the follow-up survey at 18 months after childbirth (T2), using
the same questionnaire. The questionnaire was purpose-constructed for this
research and was available in both pen-and-paper format and a web-based
format.

In Study II, the primary outcome was perceived parenting stress in
relation to division of parental leave. This was operationalised as change in
perceived parenting stress between T1 and T2, and measured with the
Swedish Parenthood Stress Questionnaire (SPSQ) (Ostberg et al., 1997). The
SPSQ comprises 34 items on five subscales: Incompetence, Role restriction,
Social isolation, Spouse relationship problems, and Health problems. The
subscales form a Total SPSQ score, calculated as a mean value of all SPSQ
items. Response options range from strongly agree to strongly disagree on a
5-point Likert scale. The SPSQ has been found to be reliable and valid for
measuring parenting stress in parents of young children (Ostberg, 1998;
Ostberg et al., 1997), and for the total scale Cronbach’s alpha in the present
study was 0.88 for both women and men. Cronbach’s alpha for the SPSQ
subscales ranged from 0.60 to 0.83 for mothers, and from 0.65 to 0.81 for
fathers.

In Study III, the primary outcomes were perceived coparenting quality
and work-family balance in relation to division of parental leave.
Coparenting quality was operationalised as 1) parents’ degree of having a
working relationship with their child’s other parent, measured with the
Parenting Alliance Measure (PAM) (Abidin & Konold, 1999), and 2) how
parents perceive their sharing of caregiving responsibilities, measured as
satisfaction with their partner’s involvement in caregiving. Work-family
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balance was operationalised as parents’ satisfaction with their time on
parental leave, and their time spent at work.

The PAM contains 20 items on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
strongly disagree to strongly agree. The PAM has been found to be reliable
and valid for measuring parenting alliance in parents of children aged 1-19
years (Abidin & Konold, 1999; Hurley et al, 2014). Cronbach’s alphas in the
current study were 0.94 for both women and men. Satisfaction with the
partner’s involvement in caregiving was measured as the sum of five items
(feeding, putting to bed, soothing daytime, soothing at night,
washing/changing diapers/changing clothes). The responses for each item
were dichotomised into wanting more/less responsibility (-) and being
satisfied with current level of responsibility (+).

In Study IV, the primary outcome was couple relationship quality in
relation to division of parental leave. This was operationalised as change in
perceived couple relationship quality between T1 and T2, and measured with
the Quality of Dyadic Relationship instrument (QDR36) (Ahlborg et al.,
2009). The QDR36 comprises 36 items divided into five dimensions: Dyadic
consensus, Dyadic cohesion, Dyadic satisfaction, Dyadic sensuality, and
Dyadic sexuality. Response options range from 1 to 6 on a Likert scale.
Cronbach’s alphas for the current sample were 0.94 for mothers and 0.91 for
fathers.

In addition, the questionnaire included information about socio-
demographic background factors, family life and work life situation (e.g.
family composition, parental leave division, social support and occupational
status), as well as information on the targeted child (birth time/weight,
health, medical, or developmental problems). It was also possible to leave
comments on some of the question areas, such as division of parental leave,
parents’ experiences or (dis)satisfaction concerning their situation, to give
feedback on the survey or if parents wanted to add information.

Data analyses

Thematic analysis

In Study I, the interviews were analysed using thematic analysis with an
explorative approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The inductive
phenomenological method was chosen, with the aim of increasing
understanding of parents’ experiences of sharing parental leave equally. The
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data were coded on
descriptive and conceptual levels, using an inductive approach. To test the
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accuracy of the analysis, five interviews were coded independently by another
psychologist as part of her specialist training. The few differences in the
coding were discussed until codes were agreed upon. The descriptive codes
were organised into groups, which were interpreted at a conceptual level and
then sorted into preliminary themes. Thematic maps of themes, which
captured important patterns of meaning within the data set, were discussed in
a group of fellow researchers. The PhD candidate led the analysis and the
organisation and naming of themes and subthemes was discussed and
finalised by both researchers involved in this study. Each theme reflected the
meaning and understanding of the parents’ experiences, based on
interpretation at the conceptual level of coding. QSR International’s NVivo
9.0 software (2010) was used for coding and organising the data.

Statistical analyses

In Study I, III, and IV, the same procedures were applied in the statistical
analyses of descriptive data, computed for all sociodemographic and study
variables. The values of the continuous variables were summarised using
means and standard deviations; categorical variables were summarised using
frequencies and percentages. For between-group comparisons, chi-square
tests were used for categorical data and One-Way ANOVA was computed for
continuous data. To avoid within-couple influences, analyses were stratified
by sex. Data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 25.0). An
alpha level of a = 0.05 was used for all statistical computations.

In Study II, associations between divisions of parental leave and
perceived parenting stress were explored. We used the previously developed
5-factor subscale solution and calculated means and standard deviations for
the subscales as well as for the Total SPSQ (Ostberg et al., 1997). Multiple
linear regressions were performed, with changes in parenting stress (Total
SPSQ and subscales) from T1 to T2 as dependent variables. We adjusted for
confounding factors, including being a first-time parent, occupation,
education level, and speaking a language other than Swedish.

In Study III, associations between division of parental leave and
perceived quality of coparenting were explored. We also compared parents’
work-family balance in terms of satisfaction with time on parental leave and
time spent at work 18 months after childbirth. Multiple linear regressions
were performed, with PAM and satisfaction with the partner’s involvement in
caregiving at 18 months after childbirth as dependent variables. We adjusted
for the same confounding factors as in Study II. In addition, we controlled for
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factors related to work-family balance; time and satisfaction concerning
parents’ share of parental leave and working hours.

In Study IV, associations between division of parental leave and change
in perceived quality of the couple relationship were explored (hypothesis 1),
and whether this association is mediated by parenting stress or coparenting
quality (hypothesis 2). To test hypothesis 1, multiple linear regressions were
performed, with change in couple relationship quality from T1 to T2 as
dependent variable. We adjusted for the confounding factor of being a first-
time parent. To test hypothesis 2, we entered the potential mediators
parenting stress and coparenting quality in a final, adjusted, model. Only
parents who responded to all items in the three scales (QDR at T1 and T2,
SPSQ and PAM at T1) were included in the regression analyses.

Ethical considerations

The studies were performed in accordance with ethical principles for medical
research involving human subjects, as stated in the Declaration of Helsinki
(World Medical Association, 2013).

For Study I ethics approval was, according to Swedish law and as
confirmed by the Regional Ethics Review Board in Gothenburg, not
necessary. All the parents received oral and written information about the
study and provided written informed consent. If any participating parent
expressed a need for parental support, they were asked to contact ordinary
Child health care services or received guidance where to turn.

Study II, III, and IV were approved by the Regional Ethics Review
Board in Gothenburg, reference number 431-10. The participants were not
compensated in any way for their participation in the study.
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Main findings
Parents’ experiences of sharing parental leave equally

In Study I, the analysis of how parents experienced equally shared parental
leave around the caregiver shift, led to the identification of the following
three main themes with underlying subthemes:

1. Holding on to equal opportunities
1.1. Guided by ideals

1.2. Managing ambivalence

1.3. Leaving work for family

2. Transition of responsibility and control

2.1. Trust in the father

2.2. Fathers’ engagement facilitates the shift

2.3. Getting control by taking the main responsibility

3. Gaining a mutual understanding
3.1. Caregiving engulfs one’s life
3.2. Role swapping leads to mutual appreciation

The first theme, Holding on to equal opportunities, includes three subthemes
describing how the process of shifting between caregivers was facilitated by a
joint decision and a conviction of the importance of achieving close relations
between the child and both parents. These beliefs guided parents when they
met resistance, in terms of emotional strain, ambivalence and reactions from
colleagues.

The second theme, Transition of responsibility and control, includes
three subthemes describing mothers’ strategies to let go of the primary
caregiving responsibilities. The process of shifting between parents was
facilitated by paternal involvement and by mothers trusting fathers’
initiatives. Holding on to daily routines was an important strategy for fathers
when taking over the caregiving responsibilities.

The third theme, Gaining mutual understanding, includes two
subthemes describing consequences of how the shift between parents evoked
a deeper understanding of each other’s experiences. Swapping roles brought
them perspectives on what it takes to share responsibilities in parenting and
as dual breadwinners. Equally shared parental leave fostered a deeper
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confidence in each other’s parental roles and the mutual understanding was
described as enriching the couple relationship.

These themes were present in all mothers’ and fathers’ narratives,
regardless how the leave shift was planned and handled. The shift between
the parents was described as relatively unproblematic, even though the
process implied adaptation, challenges, and various degrees of emotional
strain. In conclusion, the study’s exploration of parents’ experiences of
equally shared parental leave, and the process of shifting primary caregivers,
sheds light on the changing parental roles in modern family life.

Division or parental leave and parenting stress

The main finding of Study II was that fathers of young children who shared
parental leave equally were less affected by parenting stress than those who
shared unequally (adjusted B -0.20; 95% CI -0.33 to -0.06). Parental leave
explained 12% of the variance in the change in parenting stress. Of the
potentially confounding factors, only education was significant (p = .018). In
mothers, no significant association was found between division of parental
leave and parenting stress.

A closer analysis of the SPSQ’s subscales for fathers revealed that equal
division of parental leave was associated with lower perceived parenting
stress in terms of Incompetence (in the parental role) and Health problems.

Division of parental leave, coparenting and work-family balance

The main finding of Study III was that both mothers and fathers who shared
parental leave equally perceived higher coparenting quality at 18 months
after childbirth. For mothers, being a first-time parent and weekly working
hours were identified as potentially confounding factors, but when
controlling for these factors the association between equal parental leave and
PAM remained significant (adjusted B 3.90; 95% CI 0.05 to 7.76; p = .047). In
the adjusted regression model, division of leave explained 4.2% of the variance
in the parenting alliance for mothers. In fathers, the association between equal
parental leave sharing and PAM was also significant (B 4.64; 95% CI 1.14 to
8.14; p = .010), and no potentially confounding factors was significant.
Division of leave explained 6.5 % of the variance in the parenting alliance.

In mothers, equally shared parental leave was significantly associated
with higher satisfaction with partner’s involvement in caregiving, and the
significance remained in the adjusted model (F(2, 163) = 3.81; p = .034). In
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fathers, no significant association was found between division of parental
leave and satisfaction with partner’s involvement in caregiving.

Work-family balance, in terms of parental leave and weekly working
hours, in relation to division of parental leave are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Parental leave and weekly working hours 18 months after childbirth, by division
of parental leave.

Mothers Fathers
Equal sharing ~ Non-equal Equal sharing Non-equal
sharing sharing
(n=88) (n=286) (n=55) (n=51)
Parental leave factor (months), 10.70 (2.79)*"  14.54 (3.37) 7.87 (1.78)*" 2.97 (1.77)
mean (SD)
Weekly working hours, 35.57 (6.48) 34.06 (8.95) 33.94 (10.27)**  38.89 (10.07)
mean (SD)
*p <005

*significant difference between mothers in the Equal sharing and Non-equal sharing groups
b significant difference between fathers in the Equal sharing and Non-equal sharing groups

Parental satisfaction with time on parental leave and time spent at work, was
also compared in relation to division of parental leave. Between-group
comparisons of these variables showed that work-family balance was positively
affected in both mothers and fathers by equally shared parental leave. For
example, more fathers who shared parental leave equally were satisfied with
their share of parental leave in comparison with those who shared unequally;
X2 (1, N = 102) = 8.02, exact p = .005. Similarly, more mothers who shared
parental leave equally were satisfied with their weekly time spent at work,
than those who shared unequally X2 (2, N = 131) = 6.73, exact p = .035.

Division of parental leave and the couple relationship

The first hypothesis in Study IV, that equal division of parental leave is
associated with higher couple relationship quality compared with unequal
division of parental leave, was supported for fathers, but not for mothers.
The regression analysis of changes in couple relationship quality from six to
18 months after childbirth showed that fathers who shared parental leave
equally perceived higher couple relationship quality than those who shared
unequally (B 0.87; 95% CI1 0.12 to 1.61; p = .023). The model explained 6% of
the variance in the change in couple relationship quality.
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The second hypothesis was that the association between division of parental
leave and perceived couple relationships quality is mediated by parenting
stress and coparenting quality. This hypothesis was not supported for either
of the genders, even if the association between division of parental leave and
couple relationship quality in fathers remained significant in the final model,
controlling for parenting stress and coparenting quality (B 0.91; 95% CI 0.16
to 1.67; p = .019). The mediation roles of parenting stress and coparenting
quality perceived by fathers were not confirmed (B 0.36; 95% CI -0.64 to
1.36 for parenting stress, and B -0.02; 95% CI -0.07 to 0.04 for coparenting
quality), indicating that these factors did not affect couple relationship
quality.
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Discussion

The purpose of this thesis was to explore how parents’ division of parental
leave influenced parenting and family life from a psychological perspective,
with a focus on parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave and
their shift in caregiving, and the links between division of parental leave and
key psychological aspects: parenting stress, coparenting quality, work-family
balance, and couple relationship quality. The main findings of the thesis are:

» Parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave and the shift
between parents were reflected in processes to share equal
opportunities for caregiving, which were facilitated by paternal
involvement and mother’s trust in the father’s capability. Shared
experiences seemed to increase the parents’ mutual understanding and
enriched the couple relation.

» Fathers who shared parental leave equally perceived less parenting
stress 18 months after childbirth than those who did not share equally.
This association was not found in mothers.

» Both mothers and fathers with experiences of equal division of parental
leave perceived higher coparenting quality 18 months after childbirth.
They also reported better work-family balance than parents who shared
parental leave unequally. In mothers, equally shared parental leave was
associated with higher satisfaction with their partner’s involvement in
caregiving.

» Fathers who shared parental leave equally perceived higher couple
relationship quality 18 months after childbirth, than fathers who did
not share parental leave equally. No such association was found in
mothers.

The findings of the individual studies are discussed below, followed by a
general discussion. Thereafter, methodological and ethical considerations of
the studies are discussed, before implications and concluding remarks are
presented.
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Parents’ experiences of sharing parental leave equally (Study /)

Study I explored parents’ experiences of equally shared parental leave with a
special focus on the shift between the parents when mothers on parental leave
return to work and fathers take over the primary responsibility for the child.
The main findings from the thematic analysis of the 24 interviews were the
parents’ experience of the shift as a process of sharing equal opportunities for
caregiving by a transfer of responsibilities and control between the parents,
and that paternal involvement preceding the shift was experienced by both
parents as facilitating the process. The ideal that both parents could establish
a close relationship to the child served as a motivational factor throughout
the process of shifting responsibilities. The shared experiences promoted
parents’ mutual understanding in everyday life. Parents’ experiences and
interaction when sharing parental leave equally reflected transactions
between multiple ecological systems, consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s (2001)
bioecological theory. The parents’ narratives exemplify how cultural values
of gender equality and preconditions by social policy at the macrosystem
level are turned into practice through increased paternal involvement at the
microsystem and mesosystem levels.

The themes developed in the thematic analyses included both similar
and different experiences, and these various aspects contributed to a rich
description of the process of shifting parental leave. The findings under each
theme are discussed in the following section.

1) Holding on to equal opportunities

Holding egalitarian values and sharing parental leave equally could be
considered a choice that brings positive social status (Duvander et al., 2017),
which could be experienced at all ecological system levels. A joint decision to
share parental leave equally seemed to be an important prerequisite for the
interviewed parents at the mesosystem level. Their narratives did not indicate
conflicts or difficult negotiations for the couples according the division of
parental leave. It is important to keep in mind that the participating parents
were highly motivated and the positive attitudes from the outset had, without
any doubt, an impact on the results. Similar patterns of high motivation and
descriptions of shared parental leave as a natural choice to them have been
described in studies on fathers’ experiences of parental leave (Duvander et al.
2017; Johansson, 2011). Contrary to previous research (Haas & Hwang,
2019), the fathers’ plans for their parental leave met resistance from few of
the employers. Parents’ decisions to share parental leave equally, which affect
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microsystem, mesosystem and exosystem levels, have been encouraged
through social policy at the macrosystem level by employers and others, and
may be seen as an endorsement for the parents at all ecological levels. In that
sense, the decision to share parental leave equally could be considered as
within the norm, even if actual equal division of parental leave is outside the
norm.

Nevertheless, especially mothers shared reflections on how they
struggled to let go of responsibilities and control. The study confirms findings
from two previous Swedish studies describing mothers’ feelings of guilt based
on their sense of being responsible for the child’s needs (Elvin-Nowak, 1999),
and the mothers’ mental organising responsibility in the family, which
occurred even during longer paternal leave (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014).
However, some mothers also described relief when their responsibility
decreased after the shift. The findings could be considered as differences in
parental experiences, but might also reflect different views concerning
mothers’ parenting role.

2) Transition of responsibility and control

As parental roles are developed gradually and not always simultaneously,
parents’ interaction to support each other’s parenting efforts is essential
(Feinberg, 2003; Lamb, 2010). The positive support described in the second
theme involves interactions at the mesosystem level. The mothers underlined
their trust in their partner’s parenting resources and gave examples of
strategies at the mesosystem level that were meant to increase the partner’s
confidence and competence, when meeting the infants’ needs at the
microsystem level. This suggests a positive attitude towards the father taking
over responsibility, described in previous research as ‘gate opening behaviour’
which suggests that these mothers are less likely to show ‘maternal
gatekeeping’ behaviour (Olsavsky et al., 2019: Puhlman & Pasley, 2013).
Since the mothers seem to act in accordance with their attitudes during the
process of shifting responsibilities, this congruence between the macrosystem
and mesosystem levels might contribute to beneficial dynamics in the family
system.

Our findings suggest that mothers’ strategies to put trust in fathers’
capacity in parenting, could be facilitated by fathers’ early engagement in the
caregiving. The fathers’ narratives bear testimony that they were already
involved in the care of the infant before the shift of parental leave. The
finding is confirmed by previous Swedish studies of fathers’ incitements to be
a caring father (Fagerskiold, 2008; Johansson, 2011; Premberg et al., 2008).
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In this way, transactions between mesosystem and microsystems levels seem
to positively enforce the transition of caregiving responsibilities, which might
explain parents’ experiences of a smooth shifting. Nevertheless, the fathers’
descriptions suggested that their parenting skills were improved as a result of
an extended experience of caregiving activities after the shift. The present
finding is in accordance with Lamb and Lewis’ (2010) overview of gradually
learned competence in infant care for both parents. Yet, in this regard fathers’
parental roles seem to evolve more clearly during the shifting process than
mothers’ parental roles, Mothers might have settled their parental
competence and confidence at an earlier stage in parenting.

The transition between parents was facilitated by the father’s
involvement, when the main responsibility for the child and the household
was handed over from mother to father. The descriptions of fathers’
experiences of being emotionally and practically responsible to a high degree
are partly in agreement with the paternal involvement construct suggested by
Pleck (2010). The main difference is the fathers’ direct care, as distinct from
the indirect care domain which was suggested in revision of the paternal
involvement definition (Pleck, 2010). Moreover, our findings of fathers’
engagement reflect a more direct responsibility, in contrast to solely providing
material resources and more general responsibilities for the family’s needs, as
suggested in Pleck’s definition of process responsibility as a domain in the
concept of paternal involvement. Our findings are also in line with Doucet’s
definition of parental responsibilities in terms of emotional responsibility,
defined as parents’ caregiving and knowledge of the child’s needs, including
the ways parents assess the child’s response (Doucet, 2015). In the continuum
of process responsibility presented by Doucet (2006), fathers’ engagement in
the parenting role was classified as assistant, partner, or manager. The
interviewed fathers in our study were seen more as managers than assistants,
since they had had to plan for and manage the children’s needs for a longer
time. Mothers’ support at the mesosystem level by encouraging their partner’s
initiatives and involvement, seems to positively influence fathers’ parenting
confidence at the microsystem level.

3) Gaining a mutual understanding.

Most fathers described that they had not anticipated the intensity of being at
home with their infants, and in some case, older siblings. The shared
responsibility made parents relate to similar experiences and seemed to
increase the mutual understanding, which supports the findings of Almqvist
et al. (2011). This understanding involves experiences from both the
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microsystem and exosystem levels, which seems to benefit the interaction at
the mesosystem level. The way parents shared experiences and described trust
in each other’s capacity as parents, resonates with a good quality coparenting
relationship (Feinberg, 2003).

Finally, the parents’ narratives depict the shift as a transforming
experience that promoted a mutual understanding of each other. The parents
gave different examples of how they recognised the partners’ reactions and
needs in everyday situations, because they have similar experiences and could
relate to each other’s mindset. This could be considered as transactions
within and between microsystem levels, which might impact the family
dynamics further at the mesosystem level. Yet, the interviews were made only
once, six weeks after the shift, and parents’ confidence in the shared
experiences as a positive contribution to future family life is not possible to
evaluate from this study.

Division of parental leave and perceived parenting stress (Study /i)

Study II explored associations between division of parental leave and perceived
parenting stress 18 months after childbirth. The main findings were that
equally shared parental leave was associated with less parenting stress in
fathers, but not in mothers. These findings suggest that fathers’ involvement
in family life seems to be positive for his wellbeing, in terms of less overall
parenting stress, but also into his confidence as parent. The main findings
could be considered as examples of transactions concerning parental roles
within and between the microsystem, mesosystem, and macrosystem levels of
importance for parents’ wellbeing, based on their experiences of parenting
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979).

Parenthood brings both expected changes and unanticipated
experiences to the lives of parents. It has been suggested that parenting stress
is a natural consequence of parenthood, affecting parents to different degrees,
from normal levels to clinically relevant levels (Deater-Deckard, 1998). The
parents’ perceived parenting stress appeared to be similar at six months,
regardless of how they planned to divide their parental leave. The levels of
parenting stress found in our study were consistent with findings from
previous Swedish studies on parents of infants (Hildingsson & Thomas,
2014; Widarsson et al., 2013). The subscale Role restriction showed the
highest mean scores among parents at both six months and 18 months post-
partum, in line with results from previous studies (Hildingsson & Thomas,
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2014; Widarsson et al., 2013). It has been suggested that lack of time and
fewer opportunities to maintain personal interests and activities might be
experienced as problematic, if parents’ expectations differ from a reality
restricted by parental responsibilities (Andersson & Hildingsson, 2015). In
our study, no associations were found between changes in Role restriction
from six to 18 months and division of parental leave. In that respect, Role
restriction could be considered as a general experience of parenting in early
years, regardless of how parental leave was divided. Overall, considering the
levels of parenting stress, our findings could be interpreted as signs of normal
stress of parenting during the child’s first years, rather than signs of hard
strains.

Hildingsson & Thomas (2014) have drawn attention to the lack of
knowledge on how decisions in family life concerning division of parental
leave might contribute to parenting stress. Differences in levels of parenting
stress between fathers were found based on changes from six to 18 months
after childbirth. Fathers who shared parental leave unequally reported higher
levels of parenting stress in general (7otal SPSQ), Incompetence and Health
problems, than fathers who shared their leave equally. In Sweden, most
fathers meet expectations of being involved and capable of taking care of
their infant, regardless of the period of parental leave (Gislason & Eydal,
2011). One possible explanation for this finding of higher levels of parenting
stress both overall and on the Incompetence subscale, might be that fathers
who shared parental leave unequally may have more limited caretaking
experience or time with primary responsibility than fathers who shared leave
equally. It could be that the demands associated with parenthood and fathers’
generally lower experience of sole caretaking of an infant might contribute to
higher levels of parenting stress among fathers who share their leave
unequally. The established associations might reflect underlying patterns
among equally sharing fathers’ capacity to contemplate parenting, which
might contribute to less perceived parenting stress. Differences in parenthood-
related Health problems, such as fatigue and physical fitness, might reflect
conflicting demands of family life and work life, which might have been more
pronounced for non-equally sharing fathers. Premberg et al. (2008) reported
similar challenging experiences by new fathers, when combining the role as
provider and sharing family responsibilities. Yet, division of leave only
explained 12% of the variance in the parenting stress, and other factors, not
explored in this study, are likely to contribute to explaining the variance.

The finding that division of parental leave did not influence mothers’
parenting stress was unexpected. Parenting stress in mothers has earlier been
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linked to mothers’ role as parent (Hildingsson & Thomas, 2014). Mothers’
choices seem to influence the decision on couples’ leave taking (Almqvist et
al., 2011; Kaufman & Almqvist, 2017; McKay & Doucet, 2010), and might
contribute to less parenting stress if mothers feel their wishes for division of
parental leave are met. In that sense, mothers’ parenting role seems to be
acknowledged by her partner, but also strengthened by social values that
mothers still are seen as the parent who sets the preconditions for parental
roles based on her preferences. Yet, as societal values evolve into accentuated
egalitarian ideals and expectations for fathers’ involvement (Lomazzi et al.,
2019), the findings indicate the importance for parents to find common
ground in their negotiations of division of parental leave, if their wellbeing in
terms of parenting stress is related to their partner’s wishes.

Altogether, the main findings contribute to the understanding of how
parenting stress occurs as reciprocal transactions within and between
ecological systems at different levels, reflecting parental roles and experiences
of parenting in the context of parental leave. Especially fathers’ wellbeing in
terms of parenting stress relates to their division of parental leave, and seems
to be intertwined with their perception of their own parenting capacity, their
involvement in caregiving, and their everyday life situation.

Division of parental leave and coparenting (Study )

Study III explored family processes in terms of associations between division
of parental leave and perceived coparenting quality, as well as parents” work-
family balance 18 months after childbirth. The main findings were that
division of parental leave was associated with higher coparenting quality in
both mothers and fathers. In mothers, an association was also found between
equally shared parental leave and higher satisfaction with their partner’s
involvement in caregiving. Both mothers and fathers were more satisfied with
their work-family balance when they had experience of sharing parental leave
equally, than those who shared unequally.

The study addresses family processes and the interface with working
life, which puts the interplay between contextual settings in the limelight. In
the interpretation of our results it is central to consider Bronfenbrenner’s
theory (1979), recognising the influence of cultural values and norms on
family life and suggesting that family life reflects transactions between
societal and personal levels. In addition, the bioecological theory implies the
importance of acknowledging factors at the mesosystem level, such as
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parents’ interaction concerning caregiving responsibilities, which influences
early family life (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). The interface with parents’
working-life at the exosystem level explored in study III, contributed to a
better understanding of transactions between family life and working life and
proximal transactions between different ecological system levels.

The identified association in both mothers and fathers between equal
division of parental leave and higher coparenting quality suggests that
sharing parental leave equally is beneficial for parents’ collaboration as a
coparenting team, which is in line with earlier research. Murphy et al. (2017)
found that fathers’ support of mothers and greater involvement in parental
decision making are associated with increased levels of dyadic cooperative
coparenting. Parents’ coordination of parenting responsibilities occurs
through negotiations, and has been suggested to affect the coparenting
relationship (Favez et al., 2016). The experience of sharing parental leave
equally might contribute to parents’ collaboration and trust in each other,
which may be reflected in higher coparenting quality. Previous research also
has shown that parents who share their parental leave unequally also have a
more traditional division of responsibilities in the family (Olah et al., 2014).

The small degree to which division of leave explained the variance in
the parenting alliance means that the association between parental leave and
coparenting must be interpreted with great caution and that there are other
factors, not examined in this study, which also could contribute to explaining
the variance.

The finding that fathers’ satisfaction with their partner’s involvement in
caregiving was not associated with leave division is of particular interest, and
may suggest that fathers feel content with their partner’s parenting efforts
regardless of their division of parental leave. Expectations of parental roles
might assume mothers to be naturally involved in caregiving, even though
parents’ conflicting beliefs of the importance of the mother’s role have been
found to predict coparenting conflicts (Favez et al., 2016). However, our
findings are more in line with recently described patterns of maternal
gatekeeping in terms of gate opening behaviour (Olsavsky et al., 2019). This
concept implies maternal gatekeeping behaviours that encourage and
positively reinforce fathers’ active parenting involvement, which corresponds
with the fathers’ viewpoints in our study that the mothers’ caregiving
involvement was unproblematic. Yet, our findings reveal that from the
mothers’ point of view, their satisfaction with their partner’s involvement in
caregiving differed, in relation to division of parental leave. Mothers who
shared the parental leave equally were most satisfied with their partners’
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caregiving. This finding might indicate that when ideals of gender equality
are put into practice, parental roles and the caregiving responsibilities are
affected.

The findings regarding parents’ work-family balance (Table 2) revealed
that fathers’ who shared parental leave unequally, spent more time at work
(Unequal M=38.89, SD 10.07, versus Equal M=33.94, SD 10.27, p <.05).
This is in line with previous findings that fathers’ working time was reduced
by a longer period of parental leave (Almqvist & Duvander, 2014; Duvander
& Jans, 2009; Haas & Hwang, 2008; Haas & Hwang, 2012). It also
confirmed findings that the ideal of gender equality is associated with
reduced working hours in fathers (Larsson & Bjork, 2017). Yet, the reported
weekly working time also indicates that among fathers who shared parental
leave unequally, the engagement varied from part time work to more than
full time work. This might be explained by the high flexibility in the parental
leave system, which makes it possible to combine time at work and parental
leave in different ways. The reported ‘parental leave factor’ (Table 2)
indicates that fathers with experience of unequal division of parental leave
had at least a period of time on parental leave (M=2.97 months, SD 1.77). It
is important to note that the experience of parental leave is not dichotomous
in terms of equal and non-equal sharing. The fact that non-equally sharing
fathers took parental leave for a period of time that could be viewed as
considerable in an international comparison (Koslowski et al., 2019),
underlines the importance of recognising the influence of social policy at the
macrosystem level, when parental roles at the microsystem and mesosystem
levels are discussed.

Division of parental leave and the couple relationship (Study IV)

Study IV explored associations between division of parental leave and change
in perceived couple relationship quality 18 months after childbirth. The main
findings were that division of parental leave was associated with higher
perceived couple relationship quality in fathers who shared parental leave
equally, and that no such significant association was found in mothers. The
hypothesised mediating role of parenting stress and coparenting could not be
confirmed.

Our main findings could serve as one example of transactions between
personal and contextual environments proposed in Bronfenbrenner’s (2001)
bioecological theory. Parental roles are formed over time in response to
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contextual conditions and fathers’ experiences from an equal division of the
parental leave seem to influence their satisfaction with the couple relationship
quality as processes concerning family functioning are formed and evolve.

Entering parenthood can be considered a life-changing transition.
Previous family research has described considerable challenges for couples,
and a subsequent increase in risk of strains in the couple relationship (e.g.
Mitnick et al., 2009). Our findings suggest that parents’ levels of perceived
relationship quality slightly decrease from six to 18 months after childbirth,
in line with the trend reported in a similar Swedish context during transition
to parenthood (Backstrom et al., 2018), with the exception of fathers who
shared parental leave equally. Parents’ scoring on the total QDR36 index and
its three subscales suggests that both mothers and fathers who shared
parental leave equally perceived their relationship quality most positively.
However, only fathers’ experiences of equally shared parental leave
significantly contributed to a greater change in the couple relationship in
general (QDR36 index) from six to 18 months after childbirth. This finding
is supported by previous Swedish research on fathers’ satisfaction with how
much parental leave they used and with their couple relationship (Brandén et
al., 2016).

Higher couple relationship quality among fathers who shared leave
equally seemed to become evident over time, when they had experienced
being the primary caregiver for a longer period of time. This finding is
supported by previous research suggesting that experiences of shared parental
leave increase parents’ understanding of each other’s everyday life (Almqvist
et al., 2011; Duvander et al., 2017).

Mothers’ perceptions of the couple relationship were not affected in the
same way, although previous research has indicated the importance of
fathers’ involvement for mothers’ perception of couple relationship quality
(McClain & Brown, 2017). This lack of association between parental leave
division and mothers’ perceived couple relationship quality may indicate that
mothers feel content with their choices regarding the division of leave and
that mothers’ share of the leave is not important for how they perceive their
couple relationship. This kind of ‘mother-led’ decisions about division of
parental leave (McKay & Doucet, 2010) might indicate that primary
caregiving responsibility generally is more pronounced for mothers than for
fathers. However, it is central to keep in mind that contextual settings
regarding access to parental leave vary widely among countries (Koslowski et
al., 2019), which might influence parents’ expectations for the division of
parental leave.
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The study design and the analysis sought to use the findings from Study I-III
in exploring, by means of the second hypothesis, whether parenting stress
and/or coparenting quality could mediate the influence of parental leave
division on couple relationship quality. This was an attempt to integrate
findings from previous research and our findings from Study II and III into a
better understanding of how the couple relationship might be affected in a
broader sense. However, no support was found for the second hypothesis,
and the potential influence of other factors on the couple relationship needs
to be further investigated.

Although an association was established, the causality between division
of parental leave and couple relationship quality is not known. Yet, the
interactions within the couple relationship at the mesosystem level, the
influence of preconditions given by Swedish family policies at the
macrosystem level, and parents’ division of parental leave at the microsystem
level, have been initially explored. This study contributes important
knowledge about the consequences of division of parental leave for
relationship satisfaction, when equal sharing of parenting responsibilities is
put into practice.

General discussion

Family life is influenced by societal factors, and the Swedish parental leave
system brings contextual preconditions and opportunities to personal
decisions about parental involvement in early childhood for both women and
men. Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory (1979, 1994) was used as an
underlying theoretical framework for this thesis. The theory highlights the
influential and transactional dynamics between different systems from
societal to personal levels. The presented findings contribute to increased
understanding from a psychological perspective of the dynamics of parental
roles within the family and of parents’ interface with working life, for
different division of parental leave. Even if the bioecological theory could be
considered rather general, it can, through the overarching perspective, shed
light on contextual life conditions given by social welfare programmes, such
as the Swedish parental leave system.

The issue of whether division of parental leave is only an individual
choice, can serve as an example to illustrate the complexity from a
bioecological perspective. The opportunity to even have paid parental leave
depends on prerequisites in the societal context at the macrosystem level,
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which varies highly in an international perspective (Duvander & Lofgren,
2019). This thesis is based on the well-established parental leave system in
Sweden, which is implemented by law. Having some parental leave is
acknowledged in the public eye as an expected consequence of becoming a
parent. Fathers’ share of parental leave is large from an international
perspective, and parents’ shared involvement in caregiving is communicated
in media and official publications as a successful example of gender equality
put into practice (Johansson & Klinth, 2008).

Yet, the issue of parental leave is more complex from different
perspectives. Even if social policy entitles each parent the right to parental
leave, factors from all ecological levels come into play. Previous research has
shown that parents use of parental leave is highly associated with social and
economic factors (Duvander & Viklund, 2019; Ma et al., 2019), yet other
factors also need to be considered in the understanding of parents’
opportunities and preferences concerning division of parental leave.

First and foremost, values and norms at the societal (macrosystem) level
affect the division of parental leave (Lomazzi et al., 2019). The debate about
parental leave raises emotions and reflects strong opinions, often associated
with questions of personal freedom in relation to regulations in terms of the
earmarked quota, or statements about the necessity of shared responsibilities
for the childcare. For the latter opinion the parental leave system regulations
may be welcomed and may even be seen as insufficient incitements to drive
development of gender equality at a societal level. Whatever stance is taken,
these issues reflect transactions between the social, macrosystem level and the
personal, microsystem level, and the division of parental leave bears
consequences at all levels.

Furthermore, the dynamic in the couple’s relationship is reflected in
their negotiations about division of parental leave. For example, parents may
argue about demands associated with parental responsibilities and how these
shall be met by their leave taking. Arguments on gender inequalities
associated to macrosystems, mesosystems and microsystems levels may be
featured in such discussions or conflicts. The thesis’ topic involves matters of
gender norms. For this reason, an alternative theoretical perspective for the
thesis could have been a gender theoretical approach, contrasting parents’
choices concerning parental leave in terms of values, norms, gender roles, and
hierarchical hegemonies. Since previous psychological studies on parental
leave from both parents’ perspective are scant, this thesis aimed to use an
open and explorative approach, and approaches from critical theory on
gender practices were not chosen.
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Three overarching aspects of parenting and parental leave should be briefly
addressed. The first aspect concerns the issue of whether the gender of the
parent really matters when it comes to parenthood. In the Introduction
section, previous research was presented concerning both genders’
opportunities and preconditions for involved parenthood. Mothers’ and
fathers’ parental roles can be viewed as complementary or similar in relation
to the child (Cabrera et al., 2014; Pleck, 2010). Nevertheless, the parenting
constructs of mothering and fathering seem to underline differences in
expectations of parental roles, e.g. the fact that mothers’ involvement has
been taken for granted and not been conceptualised or studied in the same
way as fathers’ involvement. The conceptualisation of parenting reflects
gendered parental roles, rather than genders’ capacity in parenting (Fagan et
al., 2014). The context of the Swedish parental leave system’s opportunity for
fathers to take parental leave includes the premise that both parents are
capable of being primary caregivers and that close relationships to both
parents are important for the child’s well-being (Gislason & Eydal, 2011).

Furthermore, the heteronormative dominance must also be recognised
when equality in family life is discussed in terms of mothers and fathers. A
gender-neutral approach was employed in the data collection; yet the number
of participating same-sex parents was too small (less than five) for them to be
analysed separately. The author of this thesis considers parental roles to be
socially constructed and influenced by the contextual settings, although the
capacity to parent is not limited to special roles based on gender or family
constellations. For the individual child, frequent and high-quality parental
support, irrespective of whether by the mother or the father, provides good
opportunities in life for the child (Cabrera et al., 2007; Lamb, 2010). For the
individual parent, a close and secure relationship with the child is often the
main answer to the question of what they want to achieve in their parental
role (Lamb, 2010). Each parent has to consider what kind of opportunities
and consequences their division of parental leave may have in the long term,
in relation to their values and life situation. Parents could take Doucet’s
(2006) continuum of process responsibility into consideration: the
classification of fathers as managers, partners, or assistants, depending on
their paternal role and involvement. That kind of classification would
probably not be applicable to mothers. In that sense, parents need to
recognise different expectations of parental roles, which will be reflected in
their negotiations and actual division of parental leave.

The second aspect relates to the parents’ roles in caregiving in terms of
actual time spent with the infant, and the division of parental leave. The
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parental leave system in Sweden is highly flexible, making it possible to
combine family life and working life in many ways. The ways parents arrange
their parental leave therefore vary considerably. In addition to time on
parental leave, parents may have working hours that allow them to share
caregiving responsibilities on a daily basis. This means that parents’ time and
involvement in the caregiving of the child is not always reflected in their
actual division of parental leave (Eriksson, 2019). Moreover, mostly mothers
prolong their period of parental leave when paid and unpaid days on parental
leave are combined (Duvander & Viklund, 2019). When parents choose how
to divide parental leave, their values, norms, traditions, preconditions in
working life, and opportunities should be considered. However, there are
patterns concerning the take-up of parental leave that are strongly gendered,
with most mothers taking the major share of the parental leave. Previous
research has shown that these patterns reflect responsibilities for caregiving
within the family (Almqgvist & Duvander, 2014; Olah et al., 2018).

The third aspect concerns the concept of equality, which is considered
from both quantitative and qualitative perspectives in this thesis. Regarding
our findings, one central question must be considered: what does equality
from a psychological perspective mean in the context of parental leave? Can
increased paternal involvement during equally shared parental leave be
considered to reflect equal parenting? We have explored parents’ experiences
of parental leave, which have provided them with different amounts of time
with their child. To be present, not just in time, but also over time
emotionally for the child, brings relational consequences for the parent-child
interaction within the family system. To be able to meet the child’s needs by
nurturing and caring actions strengthens the parents’ confidence in the
parental role (Lamb, 2010). In a deeper sense, equal prerequisites in
parenting seems to depend on parents’ interactions within and between
ecological microsystems. In terms of coparenting, mutual support and respect
for each other’s parenting efforts are central for the interactions between
parents at the mesosystem level, which could enhance equally shared
responsibilities (Buckley & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2010). And conversely: equally
shared responsibilities reinforce the coparenting relationship through
transactions between all ecological levels. A working parenting alliance
contributes to each parent’s capacity to be “a good enough parent”, which
brings positive conditions for the child’s upbringing, as stated in Convention
of the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989).

Taken together, these different aspects are intertwined in family life and
concern the way parental roles could be understood in the context of parental
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leave. The thesis' findings might be synthesised into the following
conclusions: Our findings suggest that division of parental leave is related to
psychological aspects of parenting and family life concerning parental roles,
parents’ interactions and wellbeing in work-family balance. Paternal
involvement and parents’ interactions, around the shift of parental leave
(Study I) might contribute to better prerequisites for the coparenting
relationship and work-family balance, in line with our findings in Study III.
Parents with experience of equally shared parental leave expressed that they
gained a better understanding of each other. This finding was supported for
fathers, in Study IV, confirming that fathers who shared parental leave
equally perceived their couple relationship quality positively. Fathers
described that they had learnt to better meet their child’s needs after gaining
more experience in caregiving. This finding was confirmed in Study II, as
fathers who shared parental leave equally perceived less parenting stress than
fathers who shared unequally. For mothers, the lack of associations between
equal parental leave and parenting stress or couple relationship quality, might
reflect a greater influence on the couples’ division of parental leave based on
preferences for mothers’ parenting role. Swedish parents have equal
opportunities to share parental leave since almost a half century, yet parental
roles evolve and need to be further explored in the context of parental leave.

Methodological considerations and ethical reflections

In the process of outlining the contributing psychological aspects of parenting
and family life focussed in this thesis, several concepts from different
psychological perspectives were considered. In the review of previous
research, several knowledge gaps were identified. When designing the studies
included in this thesis, the feasibility of addressing these gaps were considered
(e.g. availability of validated/translated measures in Swedish). Since the thesis
aimed to explore family processes from both parents’ perspectives,
psychological aspects of parenting and family life were chosen that focussed
on parenting experiences, parents’ wellbeing and processes between parents.
Besides the explorative approach of parents’ experiences of equally shared
parental leave, the following key psychological aspects of parenting and
family life were chosen: parenting stress, coparenting quality, work-family
balance, and couple relationship quality.

These key aspects in relation to division of parental leave is an
emerging psychology research field, which can be considered both a strength
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and a limitation of this thesis. Few previous studies have been conducted into
how these psychological aspects are linked to division of parental leave, and
none from a Swedish context. This strengthens the rationale for this research
project, but limits the possibilities of comparing our findings to other
research. In addition, studies on both parents’ experiences of equally shared
parental leave and its consequences on family processes are scarce (O’Brien &
Wall, 2017). Since the context is central for the understanding of parenting,
social factors and cultural context were closely considered when discussing
our findings in relation to previous research.

Bearing contextual factors in mind was one strategy used to handle the
paucity of studies on the influence of parental leave division from a
psychological perspective. This was done by acknowledging difficulties in
comparisons between studies from different contexts, and raising the issues of
external validity and generalisability of our results to other contexts. Yet, the
ambition to use an explorative approach with broad contextual perspectives
in the study of parenting experiences, can be considered twofold. It is both a
strength from a bioecological theory perspective, and a limitation since the
research field this thesis addresses involves complex processes between
personal and societal levels, rather than one clearly defined phenomenon
(Bronfenbrenner, 2001; Patton, 2002).

When exploring psychological aspects of parenting and family life in
the context of parental leave division, it is pertinent to use multiple methods
as well as inductive and deductive approaches in order to capture parents’
experiences from different perspectives. Therefore, both qualitative and
quantitative methods were employed for this thesis’ data collection, i.e. semi-
structured interviews (Study I) and self-report questionnaires (Studies II to
IV). The mix of data provides the advantage of covering broad dimensions of
parents’ experiences and family processes, which contribute to an
understanding of parenting in transaction with social policies that encourage
both parents’ involvement and dual breadwinning. Data collection for the
interview study (Study I) was carried out first in the research project. The
explorative approach was used to meet the aim of the study, but also to
provide information on important issues that the parents dealt with regarding
division of parental leave. In that way, qualitative data were taken into
consideration when setting the outline of the questionnaires (Study II to IV).
The appropriateness of the chosen methods to meet the aim of the thesis was
strengthened by pilot studies prior to both data collections.

A major strength of the thesis is that data from both mothers and
fathers were collected for all studies (Study I to IV). Also, each study included
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both first-time parents and parents with more than one child. A shortcoming
in all four studies is that the participating parents were mainly middle-class,
highly educated parents. The recruiting process further contributed to a
selection bias since only Swedish-speaking parents were invited to participate.
This bias may have been avoided, had the project had resources to interpret
interviews and translate questionnaires. It is likely that these
sociodemographic variables influence the parents’ values towards more
egalitarian opinions, as gender equality attitudes have been shown to vary by
class and ethnicity (Almqvist et al., 2011; Duvander, 2014; Duvander et al.,
2017; Lomazzi et al., 2019). Furthermore, economic considerations and
establishment on the labour market come into play in parents’ decisions on
parental leave. All these factors are likely to affect the parents’ experiences
and outcomes studied, and the results may have been different if the sample
had been more diversified and less resourceful. The limited representativeness
of the sample must therefore be considered in the generalisation of findings,
and findings should be interpreted with caution. In addition to the issues
concerning validity, the fact that the samples are not fully representative of
parents of infants in Sweden could be considered an ethical dilemma, as less
resourceful groups of parents seldom are recognised and represented in non-
clinical psychological research on contemporary family life.

Stuay /

To assure credibility, which contributes to trustworthiness in qualitative
studies (Patton, 2002), two pilot interviews were conducted with parents who
had experiences of sharing parental leave equally. The pilot interviews were
explorative and retrospective over the full period of parental leave, and
provided insights into the challenge of calling attention to psychological
processes while summarising a wide range of experiences over time. To
address this challenge, the focus of the interview study was narrowed to the
shift of parental leave between the parents as primary caregivers. This was
done with the intention of elucidating parents’ experiences and psychological
processes from a limited period of their parental leave. Consequently, the
semi-structured interview guide was developed to be suitable for an inductive
approach that was used to capture the participants’ reflections on the topic.
Another consideration from the pilot interviews emerged when the PhD
candidate had reason to question her own assumption concerning parents’
need to seek support from the Child health service during the process of
shifting parental leave. This preconception was probably influenced by her
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own experience as a clinical psychologist. Before the first interview in Study I,
a note of presumptions about equally shared parental leave was also made to
gain insights into unconscious personal bias, following guidelines for
qualitative research (Patton, 2002). This consideration was intended to
strengthen trustworthiness of the study in terms of confirmability in the way
interviews were conducted and findings interpreted (Patton, 2002).

The number of qualitative interviews could be considered as both a
strength and limitation according to qualitative methodology, which has no
general rules for sample size. The relatively large number (24) of interviews
was motivated to get a breadth in the descriptions of the parents’ experiences
of equally shared parental leave, which can be informative in an explorative
approach (Patton, 2002). On the other hand, the ideographic descriptions
were limited which means that an interpretative phenomenological method
could not be used; something that would have been possible with fewer
participants. Instead an inductive phenomenological approach was applied,
which aimed to provide a broader understanding of the parents’ experiences
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The process of coding and analysis was performed
on a semantic and conceptual level without any far-reaching interpretations
of the latent content. The opportunity to have five of the interviews
independently coded, followed by discussions about the differences,
alternative interpretations, and the final organisation of the themes,
contributed to improving clarity in the analysis. This was also a strategy used
to minimise the influence of personal bias.

The participants in Study I were recruited as a non-clinical sample for
interviews, based on parents’ choice to share parental leave equally. Some
ethical dilemmas may occur in qualitative interviewing. The individual
interviews were carried out mostly at the families’ homes, based on the
parents’ preferences. Interviewing both parents in a couple requires ethical
awareness to not unintentionally communicate (verbally or non-verbally) any
information one of the parents has shared, even if the other parent refers to
issues that they believe their partner have mentioned. In case the partner was
present at home, it was possible to conduct the interviews in privacy, which
was considered a necessary prerequisite. Being a guest welcomed into the
participants’ home created a special challenge to keep the explorative
approach into issues which might be of a sensitive nature. Patton’s list of
ethical issues (2002, pp. 408-409) recognise such dilemmas as ‘data collection
boundaries’, important to consider when participants respond with some
discomfort. To my awareness, there was no situation during the interviews
which awakened such major difficulties in regard to ethical conduct. The
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interviews were not conducted in a questioning or confronting manner
intending to reveal any unspoken, less politically correct, opinions, as is
advocated from a gender critical view of methodology (Magnusson, 2006;
Patton, 2002).

Study I describes the process of shifting parental leave as the parents
experienced the situation at six weeks after their shift of parental leave.
Alternatively, fewer couples could have been followed over time with several
interviews, during their whole period of parental leave. Due to the paucity of
previous studies that address both parents’ experiences of equally shared
parental leave, a closer, explorative approach of the ‘starting point’ was
chosen. Qualitative methodology does not per se have the intent to compare
or to generalise results to other settings. Still, efforts were made to provide
clear descriptions of methods and setting so that transferability would be
enhanced, and trustworthiness of the study further strengthened (Pattons,
2002).

Stuay Il to Stuay IV

In the pilot preceding the quantitative data collection, some parents provided
feedback on the structure, content, and scope of the questionnaire in
telephone interviews. The parents’ opinions guided some minor revisions to
improve clarity. The standardised scales that were included in the
questionnaire have either been validated in a Swedish context (Study II:
SPSQ; Study IV: QDR36), or translated into Swedish and used with
permission (Study III: PAM). The instruments chosen have shown stable
psychometric qualities with good validity and reliability. Potential ethical
dilemmas were considered, especially regarding the items in the instrument
for couple relationship quality (QDR, used in Study IV) that addressed
questions about sexual intimacy. However, no parents in the pilot found
these subscales irrelevant, or too private to answer; nor did any of the
participating parents’ comments in the subsequent data collection (for Study
IT to IV) concern any ethical issues in the questionnaire.

A limitation of the questionnaire that emerged with hindsight was its
length. One reason for collecting detailed information was the great
flexibility of the parental leave system, which resulted in several questions on
parents’ allocation of time on parental leave in order to map out their used,
ongoing, and planned time on parental leave at six months and 18 months
after childbirth. The exhaustive analysis of actual time on parental leave was
motivated from our interest in getting information about which of the parents
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that had actually stayed at home with the infant, instead of relying on
registered parental benefit days which do not always reflect actual time on
parental leave (Duvander & Viklund, 2019). A less extensive survey would
probably have gained better completion and higher response rates, and might
have reduced the high proportion of highly educated parents in the sample.

The relatively low response rate (about 58%) in each of the two surveys
could raise questions about the representativeness of the sample. The 280
parents who responded to both surveys at six and 18 months after childbirth
were presumably interested in the topic and motivated to participate, which
might contribute to stronger opinions or a need to seek corroboration for the
division of parental leave they had undertaken. In other words, parents who
shared parental leave equally may have been more keen on responding to the
survey, which might explain the high proportion of equally sharing parents in
our sample. Other possible psychological differences between participants
and drop outs cannot be ruled out.

The potentional non-independence of couples’ answers might be
another limitation. The survey was individually sent to each parent, but it is
possible that they discussed the questions even if they were instructed to
answer individually. We do not know how this might have influenced
parents’ (individual) evaluation of different aspects of their situation. Still, the
proportion of couples did not differ between the groups. Some participating
parents commented that they found the survey to be an opportunity to reflect
on their own situation and experiences. It could be considered a strength that
the survey awoke interest, but this interest may have increased the risk of
intercouple dependence if the couple had discussed the issues while answering
the questionnaires. Stratifying the analyses by gender was a strategy used to
address this potential intercouple dependence.

Another issue regarding the performance of statistical analyses concerns
the parents’ group affiliation. Based on parents’ data, group affiliation was
adjusted for 35 participants in accordance with their reported parental leave
at 18 months. This aspect was a central motive for the construction of the
outcome variable as a change score between T1 and T2, enabling analysis of
groups over time and strengthening the statistical analyses in Study II and IV.

Another limitation pertains to the nature of self-report measures, and
the tendency for social desirability bias (Streiner & Norman, 2008). The
tendency of answering questions in a socially favourable direction is a known
phenomenon when it comes to life style choices, which are highly influenced
by social values. This tendency could differ between social groups and classes
regarding division of parental leave, and its social status based on values.
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Parents’ ideological motives for division of parental leave likely influenced
their tendency to answer questions in line with their values. With regard to
social class, the homogeneity of the sample, with no between-group
differences in terms of education level, could be considered a strength.
Research on survey methodology has found parental assessment of parenting
to be especially influenced by social desirability (Morsbach & Prinz, 2006).
Since the questionnaire’s measures of parenting stress and coparenting quality
do not focus on parental shortcomings in parenting capacity related to child
behaviour problems and the sample is considered as non-clinical, the validity
of self-reported data on SPSQ (Study II) and PAM (Study III) might be less
influenced by these factors.

Further methodological considerations concern the outcome measures
used in Study IIl. The measure PAM is quite crude without subscales, in
comparison with the instruments used in Study II (SPSQ) and Study IV
(QDR36). In later years multifaceted scales have been developed to
operationalise the concept of coparenting, and frequently used in family
studies (e.g. Feinberg et al., 2012). At the time of data collection, PAM was
the most suitable alternative for measuring coparenting quality that had been
translated into Swedish, with good psychometric properties and a short
format. We found the combination of parents’ reported satisfaction with
their partners’ involvement in caregiving a fruitful way to broaden the
operationalisation of the outcome coparenting. Furthermore, the outcome of
work-family balance was constructed to meet the aim of the study and is
based on parents’ self-reported time on parental leave and weekly working
hours, as well as their satisfaction with their share of this time. The
combination of data on nominal and ordinal levels contributed to
strengthening our take on the concept of work-family balance.

A cross-sectional design was used in Study III instead of a prospective
longitudinal design, because it was considered the best approach to explore
concerns about work-family balance from both parents’ perspective. These
issues were only possible to explore at the time of the follow-up survey (18
months after childbirth). At six months after childbirth, the vast majority of
mothers were still on parental leave, and matters of work-family balance was
not applicable for both parents. Even if the findings based on linear
regression analyses do not allow any conclusions of causality, Study III
contributes presentations of parents’ experiences that have not previously
been explored.

Last but not least, the issue of causality must be acknowledged also in
relation to participating parents’ attitudes, values, motivation, and
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interpersonal resources when considering our findings. Although associations
have been found, this does not say anything about causality. It might be that
parents with personal resources in strong relationships are more prone to put
their ideals of equality into practice by sharing parental leave (and they
would probably handle challenges in early family life regardless of division of
parental leave). Conversely, experiences from equally shared parental leave
might lead to empowering processes which benefit parents’ wellbeing,
parental roles and relationships. Whether there are underlying psychological
factors that enforce parents’ selection of different division of parental leave
should be further investigated.

Implications for practice, policy, and future research

This thesis provides new knowledge from a psychological perspective on
division of parental leave between parents, and may have implications for the
discussion about parental roles in antenatal and child health care settings,
such as parenting classes. Parents’ should be offered the opportunity to reflect
on how their decisions on division of parental leave could benefit their family
life and support of each other as parents. Parents need to be aware of how
their negotiations of family responsibilities may affect their couple
relationship and wellbeing. They also need to consider how they want to
balance conflicting demands in family- and working life. These topics would be
relevant to discuss in relation to their social and cultural context, and might help
parents prevent conflicts from becoming chronic, in the dynamics of family life.

Professionals who support families may benefit from awareness of the
circumstances and processes related to parental leave and parents’ division of
the parental leave. Healthcare professionals need to make efforts to notice
parents’ reactions and adaptation in the process of transition when parental
leave is shared between parents, and adapt their support to the varying needs
of parents showing signs of parenting stress or strain in their couple
relationship. The findings underscore that particularly fathers should be paid
attention to and included in both antenatal and postnatal visits, to a greater
extent than what is done today.

Policymakers must acknowledge parents’ experiences of how
(un)equality in time on parental leave influences their wellbeing and
relationships within the family, as well as the parents’ work-family balance.
Application of these findings could contribute in future policy design, by
support of opportunities for equal parenting in early years. These findings
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from the Swedish context may be relevant in discussions about the influence
from prerequisites given by different family policy programmes.

In light of the results from this thesis, we need to learn more about how
social policy influences parental roles and psychological processes within the
family and in the context of dual breadwinning. Future research could:

» further explore psychological aspects of parents’ experiences of shared
(and not shared) parental leave with a focus on parental roles over
longer period of time.

» replicate the studies of this thesis in a larger, less resourceful sample,
and explore possible mechanisms underlying the influence of division
of parental leave on perceived parenting stress, coparenting quality,
and couple relationship quality in parents of young children.

» explore the thesis’ focus in other family constellations

» explore parent-child relationships and infants’ attachment relations in
the context of parental leave.

* investigate the wider implications of division of parental leave and
work-family balance, e.g. combinations of parental leave and part-
time work for both parents of infants or toddlers.

Concluding remarks

Family life is highly influenced by reciprocal interactions within the family
and by many contextual factors in transactions between ecological systems at
different levels, such as social policy systems and working life. The parental
leave system in Sweden enables both parents to have a caregiving role in
family life combined with the role as breadwinner. The thesis provides
increased understanding of parents’ experiences of equally shared parental
leave and new psychological knowledge on parents’ perceived parenting
stress, coparenting quality, work-family balance, and couple relationship
quality, in relation to how parental leave is divided between parents.

The main findings from the thesis’ studies suggest that:

(I) experiences from the shift of caregiving responsibilities between
parents of infants enrich the couple relation through shared experiences and
better understanding, when parental leave is shared equally and paternal
involvement is encouraged by mothers.
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(IT) fathers with experiences from equally shared parental leave
reported less parenting stress at 18 months after childbirth, than fathers who
had less caregiving experience and divided parental leave unequally. This
association was not present in mothers.

(ITI) both parents’ coparenting quality and work-family balance at 18
months after childbirth are positively related to equal division of parental
leave. For mothers, but not fathers, equally shared parental leave is
associated with satisfaction with their partner’s involvement in caregiving.

(IV) equal division of parental leave is associated with higher perceived
couple relationship quality 18 months after childbirth, in fathers. Division of
parental leave does not seem to influence mothers’ perception of the couple
relationship quality in the same way. Neither parenting stress nor
coparenting quality seems to mediate the relation between couple relationship
quality and division of parental leave.

71



References

Abraham, E., & Feldman, R. (2018). The neurobiology of human allomaternal care;
implications for fathering, coparenting, and children's social development. Physiology
& Behavior, 193(Pt A), 25-34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2017.12.034

Abidin, R. R. (1992). The determinants of parenting behavior. Journal of clinical child
psychology, 21(4), 407-412. https://doi.org/10.1207/s15374424jccp2104_12

Abidin, R. R. & Konold, T. R. (1999). Parenting alliance measure —Professional Manual.
Psychological Assessment Resources, Inc.

Ahlborg, T., Lilleengen, A., Lonnfjord, V., & Petersen, C. (2009). Quality of dyadic
relationship in Swedish men and women living in long-term relationships and in
couples in family counselling—Introduction of a new self-report measure, QDR36.
Nordic Psychology, 61(3), 23-46. https://doi.org/10.1027/1901-2276.61.3.23

Almgpyist, A., & Duvander, A. (2014). Changes in gender equality? Swedish fathers’
parental leave, division of childcare and housework. Journal of Family Studies, 20(1),
19-27. https://doi.org/10.5172/jfs.2014.20.1.19

Almgvist, A. L., Sandberg, A., & Dahlgren, L. (2011). Parental leave in Sweden: Motives,
experiences, and gender equality amongst parents. Fathering: A Journal of Theory,
Research, and Practice about Men as Fathers, 92), 189-209.
https://doi.org/10.3149/fth.0902.189

Andersson, E., & Hildingsson, I. (2015). Mother's postnatal stress: an investigation of
links to various factors during pregnancy and post-partum. Scandinavian Journal of
Caring Sciences, 30(41), 782-789. https://doi.org/10.1111/s¢cs.12305

Anxo, D., & Ericson, T. (20135). Self-employment and Parental leave. Small Business
FEconomics, 45 (4), 751-770. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11187-015-9669-6

Barker, B., Iles, J., & Ramchandani, P. (2017). Fathers, fathering and child
psychopathology. Current Opinion in Psychology, 15, 87-92.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.02.015

Bickstrom, C., Kareholt, 1., Thorstensson, S., Golsiter, M., & Mairtensson, L. B. (2018).
Quality of couple relationship among first-time mothers and partners during
pregnancy and the first six months of parenthood. Sexual & Reproductive Health
Care, 17, 56-64. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.srhc.2018.07.001

Bekkengen, Lisbeth. (2002). Man fir vilja — om forildraskap och forildraledighet i
arbetsliv och familjeliv|One can choose — About parenthood and parental leave in
work life and family life]. Liber.

Bekkengen, L. (2006). Men’s parental leave: A manifestation of gender equality or child-
orientation? In L. Gonis & L. Karlsson (Eds.). Gender segregation: division of work
n post-industrialized welfare states (pp.149-162). http://books.google.com/books

Bomar, P. . (2004). Promoting health in families: applying family research and theory to
nursing practice. Elsevier Health Sciences. ISBN: 9780721601151

72



Bowlby, J. (1969). Attachment and Loss. Vol. 1: Attachment. Basic Books.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6086-2_9126

Brandén, M., Duvander, A. Z., & Ohlsson-Wijk, S. (2016). Sharing the Caring: Attitude—
Behavior Discrepancies and Partnership Dynamics. Journal of Family Issues, 393),
771-795. https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X16680013

Brandth, B., & Gislason, I. V (2011). Family policies and the best interest of children. In L.
Gislason & G.B. Eydal (Eds.), Parental Leave, Childcare and Gender Equality in the
Nordic Countries (pp. 109-145). TemaNord 2011: 562. Nordic Council of Ministers.
http://www.norden.org

Brandth, B., & Kvande, E. (2016). Fathers and flexible parental leave. Work, Employment
& Society, 3012), 275-290. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0950017015590749

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Bretherton, 1. (1992). The origins of attachment theory: John Bowlby and Mary
Ainsworth. Developmental Psychology, 28(5), 759-775. https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-
1649.28.5.759

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature
and Design. Harvard University Press. ISBN 0674224574

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context for human development:
Research perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22(6), 723-742.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0012-1649.22.6.723

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. In T. Husen & T.
N. Postlethwaite (Eds.), International Encyclopedia of Education (2nd ed., Vol. 3, pp.
1643-1647).

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2001). The bioecological theory of human development. In N. J.
Smelser & P. B. Baltes (Eds.), International encyclopaedia of the social and
behavioural sciences (pp. 6963-6970). Elsevier.

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Evans, G. W. (2000). Developmental science in the 21st century:
Emerging theoretical models, research designs, and empirical findings. Socia/
Development, 9, 115-125. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9507.00114

Brown, G. L., McBride, B. A., Shin, N., & Bost, K. K. (2007). Parenting predictors of
father-child attachment security: Interactive effects of father involvement and fathering
quality. Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice aboutr Men as Fathers,
3(3), 197-219. https://doi.org/10.3149/fth.0503.197

Buckley, C. K., & Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J. (2010). Father involvement and coparenting
behavior: Parents' nontraditional beliefs and family earner status as moderators.
Personal Relationships, 173),413-431. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-
6811.2010.01287.x

Bygren, M., & Duvander, A. Z. (2006). Parents’ workplace situation and fathers’ parental
leave use. Journal of Marriage and Family, 82), 363-372.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2006.00258.x

73



Cabrera, N. J., Fitzgerald, H. E., Bradley, R. H., & Roggman, L. (2014). The ecology of
father-child relationships: An expanded model. Journal of Family Theory & Review,
6(4), 336-354. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12054

Cabrera, N. J., Shannon, J. D., & Tamis-LeMonda, C. (2007). Fathers’ influence on their
children’s cognitive and emotional development: From toddlers to Pre-K. Applied
Development Science, 11(4), 208-213. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12054

Cabrera, N., Tamis-LeMonda, C. S., Bradley, R. H., Hofferth, S., & Lamb, M. E. (2000).
Fatherhood in the twenty-first century. Child Development, 71(1), 127-136.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8624.00126

Castro-Garcia, C., & Pazos-Moran, M. (2016). Parental Leave Policy and Gender
Equality in Europe, Feminist Economics, 22 (3), 51-73.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2015.1082033

Cedstrand, S. (2011). Frdn idé till politisk verklighet. Foraldrapolitiken i Sverige och
Danmark. [From idea to political reality. Parental politics in Sweden and Denmark].
Dissertation from School of Public Administration, University of Gothenburg. Boréa.
ISBN 978-91-89140-77-6.

Cherry, K., Gerstein, E., & Ciciolla, L. (2019). Parenting stress and children’s behavior:
transactional models during early head start. Journal of Family Psychology, 33(8),
916-926. https://doi.org/doi/10.1037/fam0000574

Chin, R., Hall, P., & Daiches, A. (2011). Fathers’ experiences of their transition to
fatherhood: a metasynthesis. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 29(1), 4-
18. https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2010.513044

Craig, L., Powell, A., & Smyth, C. (2014). Towards intensive parenting? Changes in the
composition and determinants of mothers' and fathers' time with children 1992-2006.
British Journal of Sociology, 65(3), 555-579. https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-
4446.12035

Crnic, K. A., Gaze, C., & Hoffman, C. (2005). Cumulative parenting stress across the
preschool period: Relations to maternal parenting and child behaviour at age 5. Infant
and Child Development: An International Journal of Research and Practice, 14(2),
117-132. https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.384

de Cock, E., Henrichs, S., Klimstra, J., Janneke B. M. Maas, T., Vreeswijk, A., Meeus, C.,
& Van Bakel, M. (2017). Longitudinal associations between parental bonding,

parenting stress, and executive functioning in toddlerhood. Journal of Child and
Family Studjes, 26(6), 1723-1733. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-017-0679-7

Deater-Deckard, K. (1998). Parenting stress and child adjustment: Some old hypotheses
and new questions. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice, 5(3), 314-332.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2850.1998.tb00152.x

Deater-Deckard, K., & Scarr, S. (1996). Parenting stress among dual-earner mothers and
fathers: Are there gender differences? Journal of Family Psychology, 10(1), 45-59.
https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-3200.10.1.45

74



Doucet, A. (2004). Fathers and the responsibility for children: A puzzle and a tension.
Atlantis: Critical Studlies in Gender, Culture & Social Justice, 282), 103-114.

Doucet, A. (2006). Do Men Mother? Fathering, Care and Domestic Responsibility.
University of Toronto Press. ISBN-10: 0802085466

Doucet, A. (2015). Parental responsibilities: Dilemmas of measurement and gender
equality. Journal of Marriage and family, 771), 224-242.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12148

Doucet, A. (2020). Father Involvement, Care, and Breadwinning: Genealogies of Concepts
and Revisioned Conceptual Narratives. Genealogy, 4(1), 14.
https://doi.org/10.3390/genealogy4010014

Durtschi, J. A., Soloski, K. L., & Kimmes, J. (2017). The dyadic effects of supportive
coparenting and parental stress on relationship quality across the transition to
parenthood. Journal of marital and family therapy, 43(2), 308—321.
https://doi.org/10.1111/jmft.12194

Duvander, A-Z. (2013). Forildrapenning och forildraledighet. Métt pa olika aspekter av
fordldraledighet. [Parental leave benefits and parental leave. Measures of various
aspects of parental leave]. Inspektionen for socialforsikringen. Rapport 2013:13.
http://www.inspsf.se

Duvander, A. Z. (2014). How long should parental leave be? Attitudes to gender equality,
family, and work as determinants of women’s and men’s parental leave in Sweden.
Journal of Family Issues, 35(7), 909-926.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0192513X14522242

Duvander, A. Z., & Johansson, M. (2019). Does fathers’ care spill over? Evaluating
reforms in the Swedish parental leave program. Feminist Economics, 25(2), 67-89.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13545701.2018.1474240

Duvander, A. Z., Haas, L., & Thalberg, S. (2017). Fathers on leave alone in Sweden:
Toward more equal parenthood?. In M. O’Brien & K. Wall (Eds.), Comparative
Perspectives on Work-Life Balance and Gender Equality (pp. 125-1435). Springer
International Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-42970-0_8

Duvander, A.-Z., & Jans, A-C. (2009). Hur liange spelar pappors forildraledighet roll? En
studie av sambandet mellan pappors foraldraledighet och deras kontakt med sina
barn”. [ How long does fathers’ leave continue to matter? A study of the correlation
between fathers’ leave use and later contact with their children], Socia/ Insurance
Report2009:1. Swedish Social Insurance Agency. http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Duvander, A.-Z., & Lofgren, N (2019). Sweden country note. In Koslowski, A., Blum, S.,
Dobrotié, 1., Macht, A., & Moss, P. (eds.) International Review of Leave Policies and
Research 2018. http://lwww .leavenetwork.org/lp_and_r_reports/.

Duvander, A.-Z., & Viklund, I. (2019). "How long is a parental leave and for whom? An
analysis of methodological and policy dimensions of leave length and division in
Sweden". International Journal of Sociology and Social Policy, Vol. ahead-of-print
No. ahead-of-print. https://doi.org/10.1108/1J]SSP-06-2019-0108

75



Elliott, K. (2016). Caring masculinities: Theorizing an emerging concept. Men and
Masculinities, 193), 240-259. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1097184X15576203

Elvin-Nowak, Y. (1999). The meaning of guilt: A phenomenological description of
employed mothers’ experiences of guilt. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology, 40(1),
73-83. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9450.00100

Elvin-Nowak, Y., & Thomsson, H. (2001). Motherhood as idea and practice: a discursive
understanding of employed mothers in Sweden. Gender & Society, 15(3), 407-428.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F089124301015003005

Eriksson, H. (2018). Fathers and mothers taking leave from paid work to care for a child:
Economic considerations and occupational conditions of work. Stockholm Research
Reports in Demography 201812

Eriksson, H. (2019). Taking turns or halving it all: Care trajectories of dual caring
couples. Furopean Journal of Population, 35(1), 191-219.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10680-018-9473-5

Evertsson, M. (2014). Gender ideology and the sharing of housework and child care in
Sweden. Journal of Family Issues, 35(7), 927-949.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0192513X14522239

Evertsson, M., & Boye, K. (2018). The transition to parenthood and the division of
parental leave in different-sex and female same-sex couples in Sweden. European
Sociological Review, 34(5), 471-485. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcy027

Evertsson, M., Boye, K., & Erman, J. (2018). Fathers on call? A study on the sharing of
care work between parents in Sweden. Demographic Research, 39, 33-60.
https://doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2018.39.2

Evertsson, M., & Duvander, A.-Z. (2011). Parental leave—Possibility or trap? Does
family leave length effect Swedish women’s labour market opportunities? European
Sociological Review, 27, 435-450. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq018

Fagan, J., Day, R., Lamb, M., & Cabrera, N. (2014). Should researchers conceptualize
differently the dimensions of parenting for fathers and mothers? journal of Family
Theory and Review, 6, 390-405. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12044

Favez, N., Tissot, H., Frascarolo, F., Stiefel, F., & Despland, J. (2016). Sense of
competence and beliefs about parental roles in mothers and fathers as predictors of
coparenting and child engagement in mother—father—infant triadic interactions. nfant
and Child Development, 25(4), 283-301. https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.1934

Feinberg, M. E. (2003). The internal structure and ecological context of coparenting: A
framework for research and intervention. Parenting: Science and Practice, 3(2), 95-
131. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327922PAR0302_01

Feinberg, M., Brown, L., & Kan, M. (2012). A multi-domain self-report measure of
coparenting. Parenting, 12(1), 1-21. https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2012.638870

Fitzgerald, H. E., & Bockneck, E. L. (2013). Fathers, children, and the risk-resilience
continuum. In N.]J. Cabrera & C. S. Tamis-LeMonda (Eds.), Handbook of father
involvement: Multidisciplinary perspectives (2nd ed., pp. 168-185). Routledge.

76



Fagerskiold, A. (2008). A change in life as experienced by first-time fathers. Scandinavian
Journal of Caring Sciences, 22(1), 64-71. https://doi.org/10.1111/.1471-
6712.2007.00585.x

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2010). Outnyttjad
foraldrapenning. [Unused parental leave]. Social Insurance Report 2010:14. Swedish
Social Insurance Agency. http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2013). De jamstillda fordldrarna-
Vad 6kar sannolikheten for ett jamstillt fordldrapenninguttag? [Parents who share
parental benefit days equally -What are the factors that increase probability of equal
sharing?]. Social Insurance Report 2013:8. Swedish Social Insurance Agency.
http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2014a). Fordldraforsakringen och
den nya foridldranormen. [Parental leave insurance and the new norm of parenthood].
http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2014b). Parental Insurance
Celebrates Its 40th Anniversary. Social insurance in figures 2014.
http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2016). Fordldrapenning och yrke.
[Parental benefit and profession]. Social Insurance Report 2016:1. Swedish Social
Insurance Agency. htpp://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2018). Foraldrapenning under
barnets forsta levnadsar. [Parental benefit during the child’s first year]. Socia/
Insurance Report 2018:4. Swedish Social Insurance Agency.
htpp://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsdkringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2019a). Jamstalld
foraldraforsakring. Utvdrdering av de reserverade mdnaderna i foraldraforsikringen.
[Equal Parental leave. Evaluation of the reserved months in the parental leave
insurance|. Social Insurance Report 2012:2. Swedish Social Insurance Agency.
htpp://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2019b). Social insurance in figures
2019. htpp://www forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2020a). Antal mottagare av
fordldrapenning och dagar efter omfattning. [Numbers of recipients of parental
allowance and benefit days]. htpp://www.forsakringskassan.se

Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency]. (2020b). Social insurance in figures
2020. htpp://www.forsakringskassan.se

Genesoni, L., & Tallandini, M. A. (2009). Men's Psychological Transition to Fatherhood:
An Analysis of the Literature, 1989-2008. Birth, 36(4), 305-318.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1523-536X.2009.00358.x

77



Gislason, 1., & Eydal, G. B. (Eds.) (2011). Parental Leave, Childcare and Gender Equality
in the Nordic Countries. TemaNord 2011: 562. Nordic Council of Ministers.
http://www.norden.org

Golombok, S. (2015). Modern families: Parents and children in new family forms.
Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107295377

Government Commission. (2017). Jamstillt fordldraskap och goda uppvixtvillkor for
barn — En ny modell for foridldraforsakringen. [Gender-equal parenthood and good
conditions for child-rearing — a new model for Parental leave]. Statens Offentliga
Utredningar 2017:101. www.regeringen.se

Gredebick, G., Eriksson, M., Schmitow, C., Laeng, B., & Stenberg, G. (2012). Individual
differences in face processing: Infants’ scanning patterns and pupil dilations are
influenced by the distribution of parental leave. Infancy, 171), 79-101.
https://doi.org/10.1111/;.1532-7078.2011.00091.x

Haas, L., Allard, K., & Hwang, P. (2002). The impact of organizational culture on men’s
use of parental leave in Sweden. Community, Work & Family, 5, 319-342.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1366880022000041801

Haas, L. & Hwang, P. (2008). The impact of taking parental leave on father’s
participation in childcare and relationships with children: Lessons from Sweden.
Community, Work & Family, 11(1), 85-104.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668800701785346

Haas, L., & Hwang, P., (2012). Fatherhood and social policy in Scandinavia. In D.
Schwalb, B. Schwalb, & M. Lamb (Eds.) Fathers in cultural context (pp. 303-30).
Routledge.

Haas, L. & Hwang, P. (2019). Policy is not enough — the influence of the gendered
workplace on fathers’ use of parental leave in Sweden. Community, Work & Family,
22(1), 58-76. https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2018.1495616

Hagqvist, E., Nordenmark, M., Pérez, G., Trujillo Alemdn, S., & Gillander Gadin, K.
(2017). Parental leave policies and time use for mothers and fathers: A case study of
Spain and Sweden. Society, Health & Vulnerability, 8(1), 2-12.
https://doi.org/10.1080/20021518.2017.1374103

Hallberg, A. C., Kristiansson, R., Beckman, A., Petersson, K., Rastam, L., & Hakansson,
A. (2007). Fathers and their children’s health: a telephone interview study. Acta
Paediatrica, 96(7), 1083-1087. https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1651-2227.2007.00350.x

Hildingsson, 1., & Thomas, ]J. (2014). Parental stress in mothers and fathers one year after
birth. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 32(1), 41-56.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2013.840882

Hobson, B. (Ed.). (2002). Making men into fathers: Men, masculinities and the social
politics of fatherhood. Cambridge University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511489440

78



Hook, J. L., & Wolfe, C. M. (2012). New fathers? Residential fathers’ time with children
in four countries. Journal of Family Issues, 33(4), 415-450.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X11425779

Hosking, A., Whitehouse, G., & Baxter, ]J. (2010). Duration of leave and resident fathers’
involvement in infant care in Australia. Journal of Marriage and Family, 72, 1301-
1316. https://doi.org/10.1111/5.1741-3737.2010.00766.x

Hurley, K. D., Trout, A., Epstein, M., Griffith, A., & Huscroft-D'Angelo, J. (2014).
Assessing parenting skills and attitudes: A review of the psychometrics of parenting
measures. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 23(5), 812-823.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-013-9733-2

Inspektionen for socialforsikringen, ISF [Swedish Social Insurance Inspectorate]. (2012).
Ett jamstallr uttag? Reformer inom fordldraforsakringen. [Equal parental leave use?
Reforms in the parental leave insurance]. Rapport 2012:4. www.inspsf.se

Inspektionen for socialforsikringen, ISF [Swedish Social Insurance Inspectorate]. (2017).
Foraldrapenningsuttag fore och efter en separation. [Use of parental benefit before
and after separation between parents]. Rapport 2017:11. www.inspsf.se

Inspektionen for socialforsikringen, ISF [Swedish Social Insurance Inspectorate]. (2018).
Dubbeldagar — vissa pappors vig in i foraldrapenningen. [Double days — some fathers
path into parental benefits]. Rapport 2018:13. www.inspsf.se

Jia, R., Schoppe-Sullivan, S., & Eccles, J. (2011). Relations between coparenting and
father involvement in families with preschool-age children. Developmental
Psychology, 4711), 106-118. doi:10.1037/a0020802

Johansson, T. (2011). Fatherhood in transition: paternity leave and changing
masculinities. Journal of Family Communication, 11(3), 165-180.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15267431.2011.561137

Johansson, T., & Klinth, R. (2008). Caring Fathers - The ideology of gender equality and
masculine positions. Men and Masculinities, 11(1), 42-62.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1097184X06291899

Juvrud, J., Rennels, J., Kayl, A., Gredebick, G., & Herlitz, A. (2019). Attention during
visual preference tasks: relation to caregiving and face recognition. Infancy, 24(3),
356-367. https://doi.org/10.1111/infa. 12285

Kaufman, G., & Almgqvist, A. (2017). The role of partners and workplaces in British and
Swedish men’s parental leave decisions. Men and Masculinities, 20(5), 533-551.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1097184X17727570

Kaufman, G., & Bernhardt, E. (2015). Gender, work and childbearing: Couple analysis of
work adjustments after the transition to parenthood. Community, Work & Family,
18(1), 1-18. https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2014.928610

Kaufman, G., Bernhardt, E., & Goldscheider, F. (2017). Enduring egalitarianism? Family
transitions and attitudes toward gender equality in Sweden. Journal of Family Issues,
38(13), 1878-1898. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0192513X16632266

79



Kaufman, G. & Gronlund, A. (2019). Displaying parenthood, (un)doing gender: Parental
leave, daycare, and working time adjustments in Sweden and the UK. Families,
Relationships and Societies. https://doi.org/10.1332/204674319X15683716957916

Kerstis, B., Berglund, A., Engstrom, G., Edlund, B., Sylvén, S., & Aarts, C. (2014).
Depressive symptoms postpartum among parents are associated with marital
separation: A Swedish cohort study. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 42(7),
660-668. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1403494814542262

Kim, M., Kang, S.-K., Yee, B., Shim, S.-Y., & Chung, M. (2016). Paternal involvement
and early infant neurodevelopment: the mediation role of maternal parenting stress.
BMC Pediatrics, 16(1), 212-212. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12887-016-0747-y

Klinth, R. (2008). The best of both worlds? Fatherhood and gender equality in Swedish
paternity leave campaigns, 1976-2006. Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and
Practice about Men as Fathers, 6(1), 20-38.

Klinth, R. & Johansson, T. (2010). Nya svenska fider. | The New Swedish Father]. Boréa
Bokforlag. ISBN: 9789189140691

Kluwer, E. (2010). From partnership to parenthood: A review of marital change across the
transition to parenthood. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 105-125.
https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1756-2589.2010.00045.x

Knoester, C., & Eggebeen, D. J. (2006). The effects of the transition to parenthood and
subsequent children on men’s well-being and social participation. Journal of Family
Issues, 27(11), 1532-1560. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0192513X06290802

Koch, F. S., Ludvigsson, J., & Sepa, A. (2010). Parents’ psychological stress over time may
affect children’s cortisol at age 8. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 35(9), 950-959.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpepsy/jsp132

Koslowski, A., Blum, S., Dobrotié, I., Macht, A., & Moss, P. (2019). International Review
of Leave Policies and Research 2019. Available at:
https://www.leavenetwork.org/annual-review-reports/

Kowlessar, O. R., Fox, J., & Wittkowski, A. (20135). First-time fathers’ experiences of
parenting during the first year. Journal of Reproductive and Infant Psychology, 33(1),
4-14. https://doi.org/10.1080/02646838.2014.971404

Krieg, D. B. (2007). Does motherhood get easier the second-time around? Examining
parenting stress and marital quality among mothers having their first or second child.
Parenting: Science and Practice, 72), 149-175.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295190701306912

Kulik, L., & Sadeh, 1. (2015). Explaining fathers' involvement in childcare: an ecological
approach. Community, Work & Family, 18(1), 19-40.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2014.944483

Kushner, K. E., Sopcak, N., Breitkreuz, R., Pitre, N., Williamson, D. L., Rempel, G.,
Stewart, M., & Letourneau, N. (2017). On shifting ground: First-time parents’ ideal
world of paid work and family time. Community, Work & Family, 20(2), 119-141.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2015.1074546

80



Lagerberg, D., Magnusson, M., & Sundelin, C. (2011). Child health and maternal stress:
does neighbourhood status matter? International Journal of Adolescent Medicine and
Health, 23(1).

Lamb, M. E. (2000). The history of research on father involvement: An overview.
Marriage & Family Review, 292-3), 23-42. https://doi.org/10.1300/J002v29n02_03

Lamb, M. E. (Ed.). (2010). The Role of the Father in Child Development (5th ed.). John
Wiley & Sons Inc. ISBN: 978-0-470-40549-9

Lamb, M. E. (2012). Mothers, fathers, families, and circumstances: Factors affecting
children’s adjustment. Applied Developmental Science, 16(2), 98-111.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2012.667344

Lamb, M. E., & Lewis, C. (2010). The development and significance of father-child
relationships in two-parent families. In M. E. Lamb (Ed.), The role of the tather in
child development (5th ed., pp. 94-153). John Wiley & Sons.

Lammi-Taskula, J. (2008). Doing fatherhood: Understanding the gendered use of parental
leave in Finland. Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice about Men as
Fathers, 6(2), 133-148.

Larsson, J., & Bjork, S. (2017). Swedish fathers choosing part-time work. Community,
Work & Family, 20(2), 142-161. https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2015.1089839

Leviner, P. (2018). Barnkonventionen som svensk lag: en diskussion om utmaningar och
mojligheter for att forverkliga barns rattigheter. [The United Nations convention on
the rights of the child as Swedish law: a discussion of challenges and opportunities to
fulfil children’s rights]. I Forsakringskassan [Swedish Social Insurance Agency].
(2018). Barn och forildrar i socialforsikringen. [Children and parents in social
insurance|. Socialforsikringsrapport 2018:4. Stockholm: Swedish Social Insurance
Agency. http://www.forsakringskassan.se

Lewis, C., & Lamb, M. E. (2003). Fathers’ influences on children’s development: The
evidence from two-parent families. European Journal of Psychology of Education,
182), 211-228. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03173485

Lomazzi, V., Israel, S., & Crespi, 1. (2019). Gender equality in Europe and the effect of
work-family balance policies on gender-role attitudes. Social Sciences, 81), 5.
https://doi.org/10.3390/s0csci8010005

Lucassen, N., Tharner, A., Van IJzendoorn, M. H., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M. J.,
Volling, B. L., Verhulst, F. C., & Tiemeier, H. (2011). The association between
paternal sensitivity and infant—father attachment security: A meta-analysis of three
decades of research. Journal of Family Psychology, 25(6), 986.
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025855

Lundy, L., Kilkelly, U., & Byrne, B. (2013). Incorporation of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child in Law: A Comparative Review. International
Journal of Children's Rights, 21(3), 442-463. https://doi.org/10.1163/15718182-
55680028

81



Ma, L., Andersson, G., Duvander, A., & Evertsson, M. (2019). Fathers' Uptake of
Parental Leave: Forerunners and Laggards in Sweden, 1993-2010. Journal of Social
Policy, 492), 361-381. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279419000230

Magnusson, E. (2006). Han, hon och hemmet. Genuspsykologiska perspektiv pd
vardagslivet I nordiska tamiljer. [He, She and Their Home; Gender and Psychology in
the Everyday Life of Nordic Couples and Their Children]. Natur & Kultur.

Marmot, M., Allen, J., Bell, R., Bloomer, E., & Goldblatt, P. (2012). WHO European
review of social determinants of health and the health divide. The Lancet, 380(9846),
1011-1029. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(12)61228-8

Martinsson, L, Griffin, G. Giritli Nygren, K. (2016). Challenging the myth of gender
equality in Sweden. The Policy Press. ISBN 9781447325963.

Matthey, S., Trapolini, T., & Joseph, M. (2012). Maternal perceptions of partner
understanding, couple communication and the couple’s relationship in parents of
infants and pre-schoolers. International Journal of Mental Health Promotion, 14(2),
71-82. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623730.2012.665341

Mcclain, L., & Brown, S. L. (2017). The roles of fathers' involvement and coparenting in
relationship quality among cohabiting and married parents. Sex Roles, 76(5-6), 334-
345. https://doi.org./10.1007/s11199-016-0612-3

McKay, L., & Doucet, A. (2010). “Without taking away her leave”: A Canadian case
study of couples' decisions on fathers' use of paid parental leave. Fathering, 83), 300-
320. doi:10.3149/fth.0803.300

Meil, G. (2013). European men's use of parental leave and their involvement in child care
and housework. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 44(5), 557-570.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23644618

Minuchin, P. (1985). Families an individual development: Provocations from the field of
family therapy. Child Development, 56, 289-302.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1129720

Mitnick, D. M., Heyman, R. E., & Slep, A. M. S. (2009). Changes in relationship
satisfaction across the transition to parenthood: A meta-analysis. Journal of Family
Psychology, 23(6), 848-852. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017004

Morsbach, S., & Prinz, K. (2006). Understanding and improving the validity of self-report
of parenting. Clinical Child and Family Psychology Review, 9(1), 1-21.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10567-006-0001-5

Morelius, E., Ortenstrand, A., Theodorsson, E., & Frostell, A. (2015). A randomised trial
of continuous skin-to-skin contact after preterm birth and the effects on salivary
cortisol, parental stress, depression, and breastfeeding. Early Human Development,
91(1), 63-70. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.earlhumdev.2014.12.005

Murphy, S. E., Gallegos, M. 1., Jacobvitz, D. B., & Hazen, N. L. (2017). Coparenting
dynamics: Mothers’ and fathers’ differential support and involvement. Personal
Relationships, 24(4), 917-932. https://doi.org/10.1111/pere. 12221

82



Neece, C. L., Green, S. A., & Baker, B. L. (2012). Parenting stress and child behavior
problems: a transactional relationship across time. American Journal on Intellectual
and Developmental Disabilities, 1171), 48—66. https://doi.org/10.1352/1944-7558-
117.1.48

Nelson, S. K., Kushlev, K., & Lyubomirsky, S. (2014). The pains and pleasures of
parenting: When, why, and how is parenthood associated with more or less well-
being? Psychological Bulletin, 140(3), 846-895. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0035444

Nordic Council of Ministers. (2019). Shared and paid parental leave The Nordic Gender
Ettect ar Work. Nordic Council of Ministers. www.norden.diva-portal.org

NVivo qualitative data analysis software (Version 9) [Computer software]. (2010). QSR
International Pty Ltd.

Nystrom, K., & Ohrling, K. (2004). Parenthood experiences during the child’s first year:
literature review. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 46(3), 319-330.
https://doi.org/10.1111/].1365-2648.2004.02991.x

O’Brien, M. & Wall, K. (2017). Fathers on leave alone: Setting the scene. In M. O’Brien
& K. Wall (Eds.). Comparative perspectives on work-life balance and gender equality
(pp. 1-10). Springer International Publishing. Available at: http://www.springer.com ;
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-42970-0

Olah, L.S. ( 2001). Gender and Family Stability: Dissolution of the First Parental Union in
Sweden and Hungary. Demographic Research 4(2):27-96.
https://dx.doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2001.4.2

Olah, L., & Bernhardt, E. (2008). Sweden: Combining childbearing and gender equality.
Demographic Research, 19, 1105-1144. d0i:10.4054/DemRes.2008.19.2

Olah, L. S., & Gahler, M. (2014). Gender equality perceptions, division of paid and
unpaid work, and partnership dissolution in Sweden. Social Forces, 93(2), 571-594.
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/sou066

Olah, L. S., Kotowska, I. E., & Richter, R. (2018). The new roles of men and women and
implications for families and societies. In A Demographic perspective on gender,
family and health in Europe (pp. 41-64). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-
72356-3_4

Olsavsky, A. L., Yan, J., Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J., & Kamp Dush, C. M. (2019). New
fathers’ perceptions of dyadic adjustment: The roles of maternal gatekeeping and
coparenting closeness. Family process. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1111/famp.12451

Ostberg, M. (1998). Parental stress, psychosocial problems and responsiveness in help-
seeking parents with small (2-45 months old) children. Acta Paediatrica, 87, 69-76.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1651-2227.1998.tb01389.x

Ostberg, M. (1999). Parenting Stress. Conceptual and Methodological Issues. Dissertation
from the Faculty of Social Sciences at Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Dissertation no.
83, Faculty of Social Sciences, Uppsala University. Repro Ekonomikum.

83



Ostberg, M., & Hagekull, B. (2000). A structural modeling approach to the understanding
of parenting stress. Journal of Clinical Child Psychology, 29, 615-625.
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15374424]JCCP2904_13

Ostberg, M., Hagekull, B., &Hagelin, E. (2007), Stability and prediction of parenting
stress. Infant Child Development, 16: 207-223. https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.516

Ostberg, M., Hagekull, B., & Wettergren, S. (1997). A measure of parental stress in
mothers with small children: Dimensionality, stability and validity. Scandinavian
Journal of Psychology 38, 199-208. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9450.00028

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods (3™ ed.) Sage.

Petts, R. J., & Knoester, C. (2018). Paternity leave-taking and father engagement. Journal
of Marriage and Family, 80(5), 1144-1162. https://doi.org/10.111/jomf.12494

Pinho, M., & Gaunt, R. (2019). Doing and undoing gender in male carer/female
breadwinner families. Community, Work & Family. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2019.1681940

Plantin, L., Olukoya, A. A., & Ny, P. (2011). Positive health outcomes of fathers’
involvement in pregnancy and childbirth paternal support: A Scope Study literature
review. Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice about Men as Fathers,
91), 87-102. d0i:10.3149/fth.0901.87

Pleck, J.H. (2010). Paternal involvement. Revised conceptualization and theoretical
linkages with child outcomes. In M. E. Lamb (Ed.), The Role of the Father in Child
Development (5th ed., pp. 58-93). John Wiley & Sons.

Premberg, A., Hellstrom, A. L., & Berg, M. (2008). Experiences of the first year as father.
Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 22(1), 56-63. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471-
6712.2007.00584.x

Pripp, A. H., Skreden, M., Skari, H., Malt, U., & Emblem, R. (2010). Underlying
correlation structures of parental stress, general health and anxiety. Scandinavian
Journal of Psychology, 51(6), 473-479. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9450.2010.00841.x

Puhlman, D., & Pasley, K. (2013). Rethinking maternal gatekeeping. Journal of Family
Theory & Review, 5(3), 176-193. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12016

Rege, M., & Solli, I. F. (2010). The impact of paternity leave on long-term father
involvement. CESifo Working Paper Series, No. 3130.
https://ssrn.com/abstract=1649344

Rehel, E. (2014). When dad stays home too: Paternity leave, gender, and parenting.
Gender and Society 28(1):110-132. https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243213503900

Rennels, J., Juvrud, J., Kayl, A., Asperholm, M., Gredebick, G., & Herlitz, A. (2017).
Caregiving experience and its relation to perceptual narrowing of face gender.
Developmental Psychology, 53(8), 1437-1446. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000335

Rilling, J., & Mascaro, J. (2017). The neurobiology of fatherhood. Current Opinion in
Psychology, 15, 26-32. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2017.02.013

84



Rosa, E. M., & Tudge, J. (2013). Urie Bronfenbrenner’s theory of human development: Its
evolution from ecology to bioecology. Journal of Family Theory & Review, 5(4), 243-
258. https://doi.org/10.1111/jftr.12022

Saisto, T., Salmela-Aro, K., Nurmi, J. E., & HalmesmAki, E. (2008). Longitudinal study
on the predictors of parental stress in mothers and fathers of toddlers. Journal of
Psychosomatic Obstetrics & Gynecology, 293), 219-228.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01674820802000467

Sarkadi, A., Kristiansson, R., Oberklaid, F. & Bremberg, S. (2008). Fathers’ involvement
and children’s developmental outcomes: a systematic review of longitudinal studies.
Acta Pzdiatricia, 9712), 153-158. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1651-2227.2007.00572.x

Schmidt, E-M. (2018). Breadwinning as care? The meaning of paid work in mothers’ and
fathers’ constructions of parenting. Community, Work & Family, 21(4), 445-462.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2017.1318112

Schmoker, A., Flacking, R., Udo, C., Eriksson, M., Hellstrom-Westas, L., & Ericson, J.
(2020). Longitudinal cohort study reveals different patterns of stress in parents of
preterm infants during the first year after birth. Acta Paediatriatrica. Advance online
publication. https://doi.org/10.1111/apa.15185

Schoppe-Sullivan, S. J., & Fagan, J. (2020). The evolution of fathering research in the 21st
century: Persistent challenges, new directions. Journal of Marriage and Family, 8§2(1),
175-197. hetps:/doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12645

Schoppe-Sullivan, S.]J., Kotila, L.E., Jia, R., Lang, S.N. & Bower, D.]. (2013).
Comparisons of levels and predictors of mothers' and fathers' engagement with their
preschool-aged children. Early Child Development and Care, 183(3-4) 498-514.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2012.711596

Schore, A. N. (2001). Effects of a secure attachment relationship on right brain
development, affect regulation, and infant mental health. Infant Mental Health
Journal, 22(1-2), 7-66.

Schore, J. R., & Schore, A. N. (2008). Modern attachment theory: The central role of
affect regulation in development and treatment. Clinical Social Work Journal, 36(1),
9-20. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10615-007-0111-7

Sepa, A., Frodi, A., & Ludvigsson, J. (2004). Psychosocial correlates of parenting stress,
lack of support and lack of confidence/security. Scandinavian Journal of Psychology,
45,169-179. https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1467-9450.2004.00392.x

Seward, R. R., Yeatts, D. E., Zottarelli, L. K., & Fletcher, R. G. (2006). Fathers taking
parental leave and their involvement with children: An exploratory study.
Community, Work and Family, 91), 1-9.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13668800500421093

SFS 1995:584 Forildraledighetslag [Parental Leave Act].
https://www.government.se/4ac87f/contentassets/d163a42edcea4638aa112f0f604020
2b/sfs-1995584-parental-leave-act

SES 2010:110 Socialforsakringsbalk [Social Insurance Code]. ISN: SWE-2010-1.-88493

85



Sinai, D., & Tikotzky, L. (2012). Infant sleep, parental sleep and parenting stress in
families of mothers on maternity leave and in families of working mothers. Infant
Behavior and Development, 35(2), 179-186.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2012.01.006

Shapiro, A.F., Gottman, J.M., & Carrére, S. (2000). The baby and marriage: Identifying
factors that buffer against decline in marital satisfaction after the first baby arrives.
Journal of Family Psychology, 14(1), 59-70. https://doi.org/10.1037/0893-
3200.14.1.59

Sheedy, A., & Gambrel, L. (2019). Coparenting negotiation during the transition to
parenthood: A qualitative study of couples’ experiences as new parents. The American
Journal of Family Therapy, 472), 67-86.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01926187.2019.1586593

Skjothaug, T., Smith, L., Wentzel-Larsen, T., & Moe, V. (2018). Prospective fathers’
adverse childhood experiences, pregnancy-related anxiety, and depression during
pregnancy. Infant Mental Health Journal, 36(1), 104-113.
https://doi.org/10.1002/imhj.21739

Skreden, M., Skari, H., Malt, U. F., Pripp, A. H., Bjork, M. D., Faugli, A., & Emblem, R.
(2012). Parenting stress and emotional wellbeing in mothers and fathers of preschool
children. Scandinavian journal of public health, 40(7), 596-604.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1403494812460347

Smith, A.J., & Williams, D. R., (2007). Father-friendly legislation and paternal time across
Western Europe, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and Practice, 9:2,
175-192. https://doi.org/10.1080/13876980701311604

Sorondo, B. M., & Reeb-Sutherland, B. (2015). Associations between infant temperament,
maternal stress, and infants’ sleep across the first year of life. /nfant Behavior &
Development, 39, 131-1335. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infbeh.2015.02.010

Statistiska Centralbyrén, SCB [Statistics Sweden] (2018). Andel sysselsatta kvinnor och
man med barn -19 4r. [Proportion of women and men in work force with resident
children and youngsters aged 0-19 years]. http://www.scb.se.

Statistiska Centralbyrén, SCB [Statistics Sweden] (2020). Andel foraldrar som delat lika
40_60 pad dagarna nar barnet tyllt 2 4r, barn fédda 2005_2017. |Proportion parents
who shared equally 40_60 of benefit days when child turned 2 years, children born
2005_2017]. http://www.scb.se.

Streiner, D.L., & Norman, G.R. (2008). Health measurement scales: A practical guide to
their development and use. (4th ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University Press. doi:
10.1093/med/9780199685219.001.0001

Swedish Child health services. (2020). Swedish Child health services. Information about
the child health services in Sweden. https://www.rikshandboken-bhv.se

Tedgard, E., Tedgérd, U., Rastam, Maria, & Johansson, B. A. (2019). Parenting stress and
its correlates in an infant mental health unit: A cross-sectional study. Nordic Journal
of Psychiatry, 74(1), 30-39. https://doi.org/10.1080/08039488.2019.1667428

86



Teubert, D., & Pinquart, M. (2010). The Association between coparenting and child
adjustment: A meta-analysis. Parenting, 10(4), 286-307.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2010.492040

Tharner, A., Altman, F., & Vaver, M. (2016). Fathers' perceptions of caregiving in
childhood and current mentalizing with their preschool children. Nordic Psychology,
68(3), 176-193. https://doi.org/10.1080/19012276.2015.1125302

Tharner, A., Luijk, M., Van Ijzendoorn, M., Bakermans-Kranenburg, M., Jaddoe, V.,
Hofman, A., Verhulst, F.C., & Tiemeier, H. (2012). Infant attachment, parenting
stress, and child emotional and behavioral problems at age 3 years. Parenting, 12(4),
261-281. https://doi.org/10.1080/15295192.2012.709150

Tudge, J. R., Mokrova, L., Hatfield, B. E., & Karnik, R. B. (2009). Uses and misuses of
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development. Journal of Family
Theory & Review, 1(4), 198-210. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1756-2589.2009.00026.x

Twenge, ]J., Campbell, W., & Foster, C. (2003). Parenthood and marital satisfaction: A
meta-analytic review. Journal of Marriage and Family, 63(3), 574-583.
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3737.2003.00574.x

United Nations, UN. (1989). The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. New York:
United Nations.

United Nations, UN. (2015). Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 20135.
New York: United Nations.
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/70/1&Lang=E

United Nations, UN. (2017). UNDP (United Nations Development Programme) Strategic
Plan, 2018-2021. New York: United Nations. https://undocs.org/DP/2017/38

van IJzendoorn, M. H., & Wolff, M. S. (1997). In search of the absent father—Meta-
analyses of infant-father attachment: A rejoinder to our discussants. Child
Development, 68(4), 604-609. doi:10.2307/1132112

Wall, K. (2014). Fathers on leave alone. Does it make a difference to their lives? Fathering,
12(2), 186-200. doi:10.3149/fth.1202.196

Weissman, S., & Cohen, R. S. (1985). The parenting alliance and adolescence. Adolescent
Psychiatry, 12, 24-45.

West, C., & Zimmerman, D. (1987). Doing Gender. Gender & Society, 1(2), 125-151.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0891243287001002002

Widarsson, M., Engstrom, G., Berglund, A., Tydén, T., & Lundberg, P. (2014). Parental
stress and dyadic consensus in early parenthood among mothers and fathers in
Sweden. Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 28(4), 689-699.
https://doi.org/10.1111/scs.12096

Widarsson, M., Engstrom, G., Rosenblad, A., Kerstis, B., Edlund, B., & Lundberg, P.
(2013). Parental stress in parenthood among mothers and fathers in Sweden.
Scandinavian Journal of Caring Sciences, 2714), 839-847.
https://doi.org/10.1111/}.1471-6712.2012.01088.x

87



Widarsson, M., Nohlert, E., Ohrvik, J., &., & Kertsis, B. (2019). Parental stress and
depressive symptoms increase the risk of separation among parents with children less
than 11 years of age in Sweden. Scandinavian Journal of Public Health, 472), 207-
214. https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1403494817724312

Winnicott, Donald. (1964). The child, the family, and the outside world. Penguin Books.
(Original work published 1957).

World Economic Forum. (2020). The Global Gender Gap Report 2020. World Economic
Forum, Geneva, Switzerland. http://www3.weforum.org.

World Medical Association. (2013). Declaration of Helsinki: Ethical principles for medical
research involving human subjects. https://www.wma.net/policies-post/wma-
declaration-of-helsinki-ethical-principles-for-medical-research-involving-human-
subjects/

Yarwood, G., & Locke, A. (2016). Work, parenting and gender: The care-work
negotiations of three couple relationships in the UK. Community, Work & Family,
193), 362-377. https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.2015.1047441

Yerkes, M. A., & Javornik, J. (2018). Creating capabilities: Childcare policies in
comparative perspective. Journal of European Social Policy, 29, (4), 2019.
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F0958928718808421

88



	Avhandling_Monica_Lidbeck_omslag - 1
	Avhandling_Monica_Lidbeck_omslag - 2
	Avhandling_Monica_Lidbeck_inlaga_utan Study - kopia

