
A more equal division of maternity and paternity leave in Sweden – 

why and how it should be enforced 

 
An issue that has been debated for a long time, though more intensely during the most recent 

decade, is a father’s use of the possibility to take paternity leave. For a long time, the issue 

only concerned whether it was in any way necessary for the father to take advantage of this 

opportunity at all, but recently, the focus has moved to whether the government should 

enforce equal division of maternity and paternity leave through some sort of a measure. In this 

essay I will argue that a more equal division of parental leave is necessary, that Sweden 

should enforce it, and that the enforcement should be done by legislation. The essay will 

begin with some background information on parental leave in Sweden, followed by three 

common counter-arguments and, in relation to each, refutations to these, followed by a 

conclusion. 

 

As of today, the legislation regarding parental leave determines that each parent have the 

chance to get 240 days of leave. However, 180 days can be transferred to the other parent.
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This transfer of days is widely used, most commonly from the father to the mother. According 

to statistics from TCO (a central organisation for 15 trade unions) about 21 per cent of days 

were used by men in 2008 and about 22 per cent in 2009.
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As mentioned above, the first counter-argument concerning paternity leave is that it is not 

necessary to take advantage of this opportunity at all. A contrary view to that counter-

argument, though mainly based on hope rather than on scientific research, is that a stronger 

bond would develop between the father and the child, which would be positive for their future 

lives together.
3
 The second argument is that it would improve economic equality between 

men and women. Research shows that when the first-born child is four years old, the mother’s 

income is 4.5 per cent less for each month of maternity leave taken, and the father’s income is 

7.6 per cent less for each month of paternity leave taken.
4
 Thus, if parental leave is divided 

more equally, the effect is that the imbalance of income between men and women in society 

would be lowered.  

 

A counter-argument to enforcing a more equal division of parental leave is that fathers are 

using the possibility to take paternity leave more extensively nowadays, and that it is 

continually rising. However, even though it is true that more men went on paternity leave and 

that the number is rising, the rate of change is too slow. According to TCO, it would take 

                                                 
1
 Lag (1962:381) om allmän försäkring (Law concering public insurance), section 4, clause 3. 

2
 Andelen män av de föräldralediga oförändrad (The proportion of men on paternity leave is unchanged), 

http://www.tco.se/Templates/Page1____238.aspx?DataID=8800, TCO, updated 2009-04-06, accessed 2011-03-

07; TCOs pappaindex: 51 år kvar till jämställt uttag av föräldraförsäkringen (The fatherindex of TCO: 51 years 

to go until equal use of parentalinsurance), http://www.tco.se/Templates/Page1____238.aspx?DataID=9599, 

TCO, updated 2010-03-02, accessed 2011-03-07. 
3
 Kjöller, Hanna, Föräldraledighet: Barn är mer än förlorad arbetsinkomst (Parental leave: Children are more 

than just lost income), Dagens Nyheter, 2010-04-15. 
4
 Elly-Ann Johansson, The effect of own and spousal parental leave on earnings, 2010:4. The Institute for 

Labour Market Policy Evaluation (IFAU). 



about 51 years at the present rate of increase before parental leave would be equally divided 

between men and women.
5
 One should also notice that between 2006 and 2007 the rate 

increase was so slow that it would have taken 211 years before gaining equal division at that 

rate.
6
 Thus, some sort of incentive is needed to raise the rate. 

 

A counter-argument to the method of enforcing a more equal division of parental leave by 

legislation is that compulsory paternity leave would be unconstitutional. As it is now, parental 

leave is not compulsory but instead optional for the parents. By keeping it optional but 

gradually increasing the number of earmarked days for each parent, a more equal division of 

parental leave would be received. This was done in 2002 when the number of days was raised 

from 30 to 60.
7
 However, I do believe that some flexibility should be included, possibly 

setting 180 days per parent as a maximum. Furthermore, by doing it gradually, it would be 

possible to detect unforeseen practical effects and be able to correct them before the problems 

expand. However, one should add that revising current legislation is not necessarily the only 

enforcement, and could be supplemented with other measures. 

 

To conclude, a more equal division of maternity and paternity leave should lead to a stronger 

bond between the child and each of the parents, in addition to increasing economic equality. 

Also, by efficiently enforcing a more equal division through legislation, the rate of the 

ongoing positive trend of paternity leave would be sped up, with the incentive being that one 

could not take out as much parental leave if one does not accept the more equal division. 
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