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Abstract
The prevailing gender ideologies in the Nordic countries generally support the equal division of work and family life
between men and women, including the equal sharing of parental leave. Regardless, as the exceptional case in the Nordic
region, Denmark currently has no father’s quota, and this despite the strong impact such policy has effectively proven to
have on gender equality in take-up of parental leave. While a quota intended for the father is instead implemented in
Denmark via collective agreements, this is mainly available for fathers in more secure labour market positions. This sit-
uates Danish fathers, mothers and their children very unequally regarding parental leave entitlements, and the existing
inequalities continue across gender, social class and labour market positions. This article explores to what extent institu-
tional variables vis-à-vis cultural explanations such as gender attitudes provide an understanding of why Danish fathers
take less parental leave than other Nordic fathers. We use data from the European Values Study (1990‒2017) as well as
administrative data for fathers’ parental leave take-up in the same period, relative to the other Nordics and for specific
education backgrounds. We conclude that Danish men and women are even more supportive of gender equality in terms
of work‒family life sharing compared to other Nordic countries. This indicates that institutional conditions such as parental
leave entitlementmatter for leave take-up, but in the Danish case attitudes do less so. Not having a father’s quota seems to
affect fathers disproportionally across the education divide, and the lower parental leave take-up among Danish men with
little education is primarily ascribed to their labour market insecurity. The policy implication is clear: If we want mothers
and fathers with different social backgrounds to share parental leavemore equally, the policy must change—not attitudes.
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1. Introduction

Gender equality in work and family life is one of the
pillars of the Nordic welfare model. There are long his-
torical traditions of public policies supporting both par-
ents with the care for new-born children, either as child-
care or parental leave schemes (Eydal et al., 2015; Eydal
& Rostgaard, 2018). Parental leave policies divide the
Nordic countries, however, particularly regarding the
implementation of a father’s quota: a separate, use-it-or-

lose-it period of time after the maternity leave intended
specifically for fathers to spend time with and care for
their child on their own. In this way, the father’s quota
as policy instrument allows fathers to establish their own
childcare practices and routines, which also makes it eas-
ier for them to claim their part of the parental leave, both
in terms of claims toward their partner but also at the
workplace, as this period would otherwise be lost for the
family (Haas & Rostgaard, 2011). The literature shows
how these quota policies positively impact paternal leave
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take-up and contribute to a more gender-equal division
of childcare with derived long-term effects on women’s
labour market participation, career opportunities and
life earnings, as well as the division of informal care work
between men and women (Duvander et al., 2019).

Unlike its Nordic neighbours, however, Denmark cur-
rently has no father’s quota and the window of oppor-
tunity to introduce such policy appears to have shut
(Rostgaard & Lausten, 2014). Instead, the entitlement
to a father’s quota has increasingly been built into col-
lective agreements and local work contracts. This situ-
ates fathers (and their partners and children) differently,
as fathers in more vulnerable work positions and male-
dominated sectors tend not to have the entitlement. This
article investigates the gendered consequences of not
having a father’s quota for parental leave take-up in gen-
eral, and more specifically between fathers with differ-
ent social class backgrounds—here, using education as
a proxy. We investigate the importance of institutional
variables such as parental leave entitlements relative to
attitudes. In particular, we are interested whether atti-
tudes to gender equality are reflected in the parental
leave take-up, drawing here on data from the European
Values Study (EVS). Acknowledging that there is no sim-
ple or one-way relationship between values, attitudes
and behaviour (see Bergman, 1998), the article asks
whether the low parental leave uptake among Danish
fathers reflects a lack of attitudinal support for gender
equality in childcare and paid work, both generally and
according to social class.

Vis-à-vis its Nordic neighbours, the article presents
Danish attitudes and parental leave policies before inves-
tigating the differences in parental leave take-up in
Denmark according to gender and education background.
The article shows how the low proportion of Danish
fathers taking parental leave relative to other Nordic
fathers is not due to any lack of generalized attitudinal
support in Denmark for gender equality in work and fami-
ly life, but rather due to the lack of gender-equal parental
leave policies. We conclude by arguing that gender-equal
parental leave take-up has never been viewed inDenmark
as a real or urgent policy problem and has therefore not
led to substantial policy change with consequences for
families across gender and the social divide.

2. Policies Matter; Or is it Rather Attitudes?

Is behaviour determined by attitudes or policies? This
is a classic conundrum in political science. Hakim (2000,
2004), as part of her preference theory, argued that
various attitudinal factors, including work—lifestyle pref-
erences, motivations and aspirations—are more impor-
tant than institutional factors for understanding human
behaviour and, more specifically so in her study, wom-
en’s employment take-up. According to Hakim, modern
welfare states offer sufficient choices that allow individu-
als to choose their individual pathways, and this despite
the large structural differences across countries in, for

example, their family policies. In contrast, authors with
roots in historical institutionalism have argued that pol-
itics and policies matter. Esping-Andersen’s (1990) sem-
inal study on welfare regimes, for instance, has evaluat-
ed the institutional/structural impacts of various policy
regimes on individual opinions on welfare policies (see
also Arts & Gelissen, 2001; Boje & Ejrnæs, 2012; Esser,
2005; Korpi, 2000; Papadakis & Bean, 1993; Sjöberg,
2004). More specifically regarding childcare and leave
policies, Kangas and Rostgaard (2007) have shown that
attitudes on family and working life certainly matter, and
other studies (e.g., Duvander, 2014) have found gender-
equality orientation to matter for how fathers use
parental leave. Highly educated men are argued to have
more gender-equal attitudes and behaviour, not least
regarding parental leave (Boll, Leppin, & Reich, 2013;
Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2011, 2019). However, gender-
equal attitudes may be constrained by opportunity struc-
tures for women and men that are typically not alike
across different countries or education divides; oppor-
tunities also depend on institutional factors, such as
childcare availability and gender-equality-focused leave
policies. This leaves the question of whether attitudes
or institutional factors—in this case, parental leave
entitlements—drive the variation in leave take-up across
gender and social class.

3. Parental Leave and Childcare Policies in the Nordic
Countries

The Nordics stand out regarding institutional factors.
There is strong institutional and political support for the
Adult worker model (Lewis, 1992, 1993) aimed at ensur-
ing thatmen andwomen canparticipate on equal footing
in the labour market and in the division of care at home.
In her seminal book, Hernes (1987) states that the family
has gone public as welfare state has taken over care and
proclaimed that the Nordic welfare states were strongly
characterized by their ‘women friendliness.’

3.1. Childcare Policies in the Nordic Countries

Accordingly, the Nordics invested early on in providing
care for children outside the home. In Denmark in partic-
ular, the social contract between parents and state pre-
scribes the provision of generous and affordable child-
care of reasonable quality from an early age in return
for women’s high and full-time labour market participa-
tion (Boje & Ejrnæs, 2013; Ejrnæs, 2011). Being cared
for outside the family is regarded as being healthy and
in the best interest of the child, and there is an individu-
al right to childcare from the age of six months. Today,
57% of children up to two years of age and 89% of
3-year-olds are in public childcare (Bureau2000, 2018;
figures from2018). Characteristic of the Nordic countries
is also that childcare is equally distributed. In most oth-
er OECD countries, children’s participation in childcare
differs with parental income and/or level of maternal
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education, and especially among children under the age
of three. In the Nordic countries, children under three
participate in childcare regardless of parents’ incomeand
education level, which is partly due to the relatively low
out-of-pocket cost (Rostgaard, 2014, 2018a, 2018b).

3.2. Nordic Leave Policy

The Nordics also stand out in the early emphasis on gen-
der equality in the leave provision, with Sweden being
the first country to introduce parental leave in 1974, and
it continues to distinguish itself, now with the longest
total leave period among the Nordics, i.e., 69 weeks
in total. As seen in Table 1, Denmark is somewhere in
the middle. The total length of the Danish maternity,
paternity and parental leave is 50 weeks total, which
can be extended if taken part-time. While this is some-
what shorter than in Sweden, it is longer than in Finland,
Iceland and Norway. As Table 1 illustrates, there is slight
variation in the paternity leave length, with fathers being
provided with between 2–3 weeks after the birth of
their child. Iceland here is the exception, with no pater-
nity leave. Leave is paid, compensation levels varying
between 70‒100% of former income, and the condi-
tionality of parental-leave benefits is higher in Denmark
than, for instance, in Norway (Dobrotić & Blum, 2020).
However, the real dividing line is the application of the
policy tool of the father’s quota. While Denmark does
not apply this, other Nordic countries offer between
9‒15 weeks.

The father’s quota was introduced in the period
between 1990 and the 2000s in Iceland, Norway and
Sweden. In all three countries, the father’s quota has
proven to increase the percentage of father’s taking
parental leave considerably (Eydal & Rostgaard, 2018;
Eydal, Rostgaard, & Hiilamo, 2018). Finland initially intro-
duced gendered bonus, which became a father’s quo-
ta in 2013, and Denmark also introduced a 2-week
father’s quota early on. It was in place from 1998‒2002
and, in this period, the share of Danish fathers taking
parental leave rose from 7 to 24% (Rostgaard & Lausten,
2014). In 2002, the father’s quota was replaced by a
longer parental leave (32 weeks), giving parents a total
of up to 52 weeks of maternity, paternity and parental
leave. Despite its earlier intentions, the current Social-
Democratic government has not attempted to reinstall
the father’s quota, choosing instead to apply for an

exemption from the EU Work–Life Balance Directive of
2019, regarding a 2-month quota. The Danish govern-
ment proposed giving parents 16weeks of parental leave
each, but has since abandoned this policy, as it would vio-
late the EU directive.

In this way, Denmark has departed from the other
Nordics, not because of any critical juncture caused by
an exogeneous chock, but rather as an incremental pol-
icy change (Thelen, 2004). It would also appear difficult
to re-introduce a rhetorical frame that presents the lack
of a father’s quota as a policy problem, and the win-
dow of opportunity for (re-)introducing this as a policy
instrument seems to have been lost somewhat (Beland
& Howlett, 2016; Kingdon, 1984).

3.3. Father’s Quota as a Labour Market Right: More for
Some than Others

Instead, the labour market partners representing
employers and wage earners have been pushing for the
re-introduction of a father’s quota. In Denmark, parental
leave is not only regulated via national legislation, but
also via collective agreements between labour market
partners (company-specific local agreements also exist).
These labour market rights ensure full wage compen-
sation during leave, but may be contingent on certain
conditions, including the father using his father’s quo-
ta and taking certain weeks of the parental leave peri-
od (or instead loses the right to full pay during leave).
The vast majority of the workforce is covered by such
collective agreements (100% in the public sector, 73% in
the private sector; figures from 2018). The state does not
guarantee these entitlements, however; they depend on
being in employment and in a job covered by the collec-
tive agreement.

Interestingly, the private financial sector was actual-
ly the first to introduce a father’s quota in the Danish
context: In 2003, a 4-week father’s quota with full
pay was introduced. The father’s quota has also been
included in collective agreements in traditionally male-
dominated sectors, such as the industrial sector, where
a paid 3-week father’s quota with full pay was intro-
duced in 2007. This sector represents 18,000 private sec-
tor employers encompassingmore than 300,000 employ-
ees (two-thirds of whom are men) nationwide, mainly
within production (Statistics Denmark, n.d.-a). The num-
ber of weeks has been prolonged on multiple occasions

Table 1. Paid leave in Nordic countries (percentage of income and covered weeks; 2020 or most recent year).

Iceland Finland Norway Denmark Sweden

% of income 68 63 94 53 78

Total leave weeks 47 48 47 50 69
Of which only father (father’s quota) 17 9 15 0 13
Of which father with mother (paternity leave) 0 3 2 2 2

Note: Full-time leave. Source: Based on data from Duvander et al. (2019) and Moss and Duvander (2019). Benefit level data from
OECD (n.d.).

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 2, Pages 313–324 315

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


(five weeks at the time of our empirical investigation in
2017; at the renegotiation of the collective agreements
in 2020, the father’s quota was extended to eight weeks
in the industrial sector). As regards the public sector, a
6-week father’s quota was introduced in 2008, and an
additional week was added in 2015. As of 2017, fathers
employed in the public sector thus had the right to a
7-week father’s quota, two more weeks than in the pri-
vate, industrial sector.

This seems to position fathers differently across
employment sectors, apparently benefitting fathers with
higher education levels who are often already favoured
by flexibleworking conditions. As this article investigates,
the question becomes whether these institutional fac-
tors are mirrored in the actual take-up of parental leave
or whether attitudinal factors are the main determinant.

4. Methodology

Our study combines high quality administrative data
from Statistics Denmark and theNordic Counsel with atti-
tudinal survey data from the EVS, a large-scale, cross-
national and longitudinal survey program that provides
important insight into the attitudes, preferences and val-
ues in European countries. The survey data cover mainly
2017 (EVS, 2020), but one comparative analysis is supple-
mented with data from the 1990, 1999 and 2008 rounds.
The administrative data is used to analyse the develop-
ment in fathers’ parental leave take-up in Denmark as
well as the parental leave take-up levels among different
education groups. To compare attitudes on gender roles
in relation to work and care, we use EVS data.

The analysis applies EVS data from the whole sam-
ple to investigate general social norms rather than only
including the attitudes of fathers (and mothers). Social
norms refer to beliefs outside the individual that nev-
ertheless function as a normative filter through which
the individual father (and/or mother) may adjusts their
values and actions (Ajzen, 1988). In this sense, social
norms are “concerned with the likelihood that impor-
tant referent individuals or groups approve or disapprove
of performing a given behavior” (Ajzen, 1991, p. 195).
Culturally dominant attitudes, for instance about mas-
culinity and fatherhood, may even outweigh individual-
and household-level characteristics (Craig & Mullan,
2010). In order to investigate whether there are particu-
lar gendered social norms, we analyse the responses for
each gender in some of the analysis of attitudes.

In this article, we use three items from the EVS (2020)
related to attitudes toward gender roles, family andwork.
These are:

1. “When a mother works for pay, the children
suffer.’’

2. “A job is alright but what most women really want
is a home and children.”

3. “A man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to
look after the home and family.”

For all three questions, the response categories are
“strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree” and “strongly
disagree.’’

We recode the three variables into three binary vari-
ables by collapsing “strongly agree” with “agree” and
“strongly disagree” with “disagree.” The analysis of the
EVS data consists of a time series analysis of the develop-
ment in attitudes over time focusing on item 1, “when a
mother works for pay, the children suffer,” and a more
detailed analysis of all three questions.

The total sample size in the five Nordic countries was
9,384 in 2017 (see the Supplementary File for national
sample sizes). A considerable limitation in using EVS data
is that one of the questions varies between countries and
rounds: In 2017, in Finland, Norway and Sweden, but not
in Denmark, the item “A pre-school child is likely to suffer
if his or hermother works” was changed to amore gener-
al question: “When a mother works for pay, the children
suffer.” Regardless, the trend remains similar across the
Nordic countries, which indicates that the change in the
question has a limited impact on the Danish result.

To analyse the gendered consequences of attitudes
regarding parental leave take-up, we use education as
proxy for social class background in the analysis. Educa-
tion is an important predictor of both values and attitudes
that could influence parental leave take-up as well as the
position in the labourmarket (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2011).

5. Gender Ideology in the Nordic Countries

Overall, gender ideology refers to the attitudes regarding
the appropriate roles, rights and responsibilities of men
and women in society. In the article, we are initially inter-
ested in investigating whether there is an indication of
a particular gender ideology in Denmark that may have
driven the policy development differently than in the oth-
er Nordic countries; and, more specifically, drives a divi-
sion in parental leave take-up between men and women
and according to education in Denmark. Gender ideolo-
gy may act as a lens through which individuals see their
social world and upon which they make decisions, such
as whether and when to set up family and human capital
investments in education and employment. Over time,
and with cohort replacement, individual characteristics
contribute less and less to explaining whether an individ-
ual holds an egalitarian gender ideology, although wom-
en continue to be more likely to hold egalitarian gender
ideologies than men (Davis & Greenstein, 2009).

Likewise, support for gender equality may reflect
the different institutional and cultural factors embedded
in different policy and care regimes. In this way, there
seems to be generally strong and increasing support for
gender equality in the Nordic societies. This includes
increasing support for equal sharing of paid and unpaid
work in these societies, which is therefore at odds with
the Danish policy development.

The central question for our analysis is whether the
low parental leave take-up among Danish fathers reflects
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a lack of attitudinal support in Denmark for a more
gender-equal division of childcare and paid work, gener-
ally as well as according to education divide as a proxy
for social class.

5.1. Changes over Time in Social Norms on Gender Roles
in the Nordic Countries

We first present the EVS data for the general population
level and over time. Figure 1 shows that, for all of the
Nordic countries, the percentage in the sample agreeing
that “when a mother works for pay, the children suffer”
has been declining (EVS, 2015, 2020). This reflects how
the opposition toward work-oriented mothers is waning.
Although the Nordics all follow the same trend, there are
marked differences: Denmark has the lowest support for
more traditional gender roles in all survey rounds, where-
as we see themost rapid decline in the percentage agree-
ing that “when a mother works for pay, the children suf-
fer” in Sweden. And the attitudes toward stay-at-home
moms are converging in the Nordic countries, with a
decline in the home-centric attitudes. Aside fromSweden
and Finland, the curve flattens from 2008 to 2017.

5.2. Social Norms on Gender Roles in the Nordic
Countries

Moving on to investigate the most recent round of the
EVS study from 2017, we focus on three questions relat-
ing to gender roles (Table 2), now showing the respons-
es according to gender. On the “When a mother works
for pay, the children suffer” question, we find a gender
difference in all countries. Overall, men are more like-

ly to agree. Surprisingly, the gender difference is small-
est among the Danish respondents (only 3 percentage
points versus approx. 9 in Finland, Iceland and Sweden).

When it comes to gender-stereotypical attitudes
toward the woman’s role in the family, we also find some
marked country and gender differences: Denmark has
the lowest proportion of men and women agreeing that
“a job is alright but what most women really want is a
home and children.” We find the highest proportion of
respondents in Finland and Iceland agreeing that wom-
enwant to stay at home; analysing howmen andwomen
respond to this question, we also find that Denmark has
the lowest gender difference in gender stereotypical atti-
tudes compared to the other Nordic countries. However,
the proportion of gender-stereotypical attitudes is signif-
icantly higher among men than women throughout the
Nordic region.

Finally, when it comes to the support for the male-
breadwinner in a family, regarding the question “Aman’s
job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to look after the
home and family,” we find very little support in all of
the countries, with the very least support in Denmark
and the greatest support for a male-breadwinner mod-
el in Finland. Again, we also find that the support for
a male-breadwinner family is significantly higher among
men than women.

5.3. Social Norms on Gender Roles in the Nordic
Countries According to Education

In the next figures, we investigate how education is asso-
ciated with attitudes to gender and care. Figure 2 clearly
shows that the proportion of respondents agreeing that

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
1990–1993

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden

1999–2001 2008–2010 2017

Figure 1. Percentage in sample agreeing that “when a mother works for pay, the children suffer” (all age groups, Nordic
countries, 1990‒2017). Note: **n = 23,112. Source: EVS (2015, 2020).
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Table 2. Attitudes toward gender and care, percentage agreeing to the three items amongmen and women (all age groups,
Nordic countries, 2017).

Denmark Finland Iceland Norway Sweden
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When a mother
works for pay,
the children
suffer

12 9 3,298 ** 19 10 1,170 *** 26 17 2,004 *** 26 22 1,119 19 10 1,175 ***

A job is alright
but what most
women really
want is a home
and children

13 11 3,293 * 38 27 1,146 *** 46 37 1,996 *** 26 20 1,106 * 24 13 1,160 ***

A man’s job is to
earn money; a
woman’s job is
to look after the
home and family

7 5 3,331 * 14 10 1,176 * 9 5 2,023 *** 12 6 1,123 *** 7 4 1,184 *

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

a child suffers with a working mother is significantly low-
er among those with the longest educations in all coun-
tries. A traditional care ideal is much more widespread
among those with less education. The strong relation-
ship between education level and attitude could explain
a higher take-up of parental leave among well-educated
parents. However, the figure also indicates that the asso-
ciation between education and gender attitudes differs.
This correlation appears lowest in Denmark and Iceland.

We have also run some additional analysis only withmen
and women with children under 14 years of age living
in the household; the results do not differ substantially
from the analysis using the whole sample.

If we look at the gender-stereotype attitude that
women really want to stay home, we find the same pic-
ture (Figure 3): Those with less education view gender
roles more traditionally. Again, we see that education
has less influence on gender attitudes in Denmark; only

35
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25
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10

5

0
Denmark*** Finland*** Iceland***

Lower education Medium education Higher education

Norway*** Sweden***

Figure 2. Percentage among different education groups agreeing that “when a mother works for pay, the children suffer”
(all age groups, Nordic countries, 2017). Notes: *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001; Denmark: n= 3,233, gamma= −0.38;
Finland: n = 1,164, gamma = −0.45; Iceland: n = 1,997, gamma = −0.35; Norway: n = 1,098, gamma = −0.34; Sweden:
n = 1,164, gamma = −0.43.
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Denmark*** Finland*** Iceland***

Lower education Medium education Higher education

Norway*** Sweden***

Figure 3. Percentage among different education groups agreeing that “a job is alright but what most women really want
is a home and children” (all age groups, Nordic countries, 2017). Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001; Denmark:
n = 3,227, gamma = −0.38; Finland: n = 1,140, gamma = −0.51; Iceland: n = 1,986, gamma = −0.42; Norway: n = 1,086,
gamma = −0.41; Sweden: n = 1,150, gamma = −0.51.

20% of the least educated respondents agree that “job
alright, but women really want home and children,” com-
pared to 58‒60% in Finland and Iceland.

When it comes to attitudes in favour of a male-
breadwinner family, there is a higher proportion of the
least educated respondents agreeing that the man’s
responsibility is to earn money while the woman’s
responsibility is to look after home and family (Figure 4).
However, in Denmark and Iceland the proportion ismuch
lower. Again, the figure indicates that traditional gender-
role attitudes are relatively uncommon inDenmark, even
among the least educated.

A one-to-one causal relationship between attitudes
and parental leave take-up is unlikely, as other structural
and individual factors are involved (see, e.g., Lewis &
Haas, 2005). Failing to include questions regarding the
paternal role in childcare also seriously limits the EVS sur-
vey. As Grunow, Begall, and Buchler (2018) show,multiple
gender ideologies may coexist, and support for working
mothers does not necessarily indicate similar support for
caring fathers; lack of the latter could be a cultural expla-
nation for fathers not taking leave, even in Denmark.

However, the analysis indicates that parental leave
take-up among Danish men is not necessarily associated

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
Denmark*** Finland*** Iceland***

Lower education Medium education Higher education

Norway*** Sweden***

Figure 4. Percentage among different education groups agreeing that “a man’s job is to earn money; a woman’s job is to
look after the home and family.” Notes: *p< 0.05, **p< 0.01, ***p< 0.001; Denmark: n= 3,261, gamma=−0.37; Finland:
n = 1,169, gamma = −0.49; Iceland: n = 2,016, gamma = −0.36; Norway: n = 1,102, gamma = −0.42; Sweden: n = 1,174,
gamma = −0.56.
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withmore traditional attitudes toward the gendered divi-
sion of care work. Denmark has both the lowest gender
difference in attitudes toward gender role and the low-
est education gaps in attitude. It is also remarkable that
when looking specifically at the group with the least edu-
cation, the support for traditional care ideals is lowest
in Denmark.

6. Parental Leave Take-up: The Gender and Education
Gradient

As we have seen, the Danish social norms heavily favour
gender equality, and the smallest education gap is also
found here. The question is if this is mirrored in parental
leave take-up across gender and education levels. Do we
find a higher proportion of fathers taking parental leave
in Denmark in comparison to the other Nordic countries,
and regardless of educational background?

If we first look across the Nordic countries, it is
remarkable how the changes in parental leave policies
seem to have affected fathers’ parental leave take-up.
As of 2017, Icelandic fathers take the highest proportion
of parental leave (30%), Danish and Finnish fathers the
lowest (both 11%).

Reflecting that Iceland in some cases seems to have
the most gender-traditional attitudes and Denmark the
least, this suggests that parental leave policies with
gender-equality incentives are effective policy instru-
ments, rather than it being attitudes that drive gendered
practices in leave take-up. The increase in fathers’ share
of total leave after 2000 in Sweden, Norway and Iceland
seems to reflect the introduction of a fathers’ quota in
the period between 1990‒2000.

Considering Denmark more specifically, the two
weeks of earmarked parental leave introduced in 1998
did have an immediate effect on fathers’ take-up of leave
subsequent years. The highest recorded percentage of
fathers taking parental leave was 36% in 2002, a dra-
matic increase from the 12% in 1997. But abolishing the
father’s quota in 2002 resulted in only 22% of fathers
taking parental leave the following year. Figure 5 also
indicates a slight increase from 2007 onwards in the
percentage of fathers taking leave, suggesting a com-
bined effect of the introduction of the labourmarket quo-
tas and an overall shift in gender culture (Rostgaard &
Lausten, 2014).

More recently (due to a change in registration meth-
ods, only data from 2015 and onwards is comparable),
we can see that Danish fathers have increased the aver-
age number of parental leave days taken over time, but
only very gradually, from 29.3 days in 2015 to 31.9 in
2018 (only fathers entitled to a leave benefit, as this is
considered the most correct way to account for leave
take-up), which still leaves a long way to the twomonths
proposed by the EU directive. In the same period, moth-
ers’ average number of days has decreased slightly from
275.5 days to 273.9 days (Figure 6). Since introducing
parental leave in Denmark in 1984, mothers have tradi-
tionally taken the vast majority of parental leave days,
and little seems to have changed. Therefore, the gen-
dered division of parental leave seems to be constant
in Denmark, with the likely risk of maintaining gendered
inequalities in the division of paid and unpaid work, life-
course income and the gender wage gap.

But does this development also maintain the divi-
sions across the education divide? In fact, there was no
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Figure 6. Number of parental leave days (average, fathers and mothers; Denmark, 2015‒2018). Note: Cohabiting parents
entitled to benefit. Source: Statistics Denmark (n.d.-b).

such division when parental leave was first introduced in
Denmark in 1984. In the late 1980s, Christoffersen (1990)
found that education level did not influence fathers’
parental leave uptake. This has since changed, as indicat-
ed in Figure 7, which shows the average parental leave
according to father’s (andmother’s) education for cohab-
iting couples. Education background now appears highly
influential, fathers with the longest educations now tak-
ing the most leave days, and the least-educated fathers
taking the fewest: Those with only lower-secondary
schooling take on average approximately 26 days leave,
compared to 56 days in couples where fathers have a
master’s degree. Other studies of parental leave among
fathers document the same pattern (e.g., Duvander,
2014; Duvander&Viklund, 2019). The figure also shows a
combined effect ofmother’s education and father’s leave
take-up; male partners of highly educated women take
longer leave, perhaps because the mother in this case
prefers to share the leave and return to work sooner.

The continuing importance of educational homo-
gamy (i.e., men and women mainly find a partner from
within their own social class; Brannen & Nilsen, 2006) sit-
uates fathers, mothers and their children in very unequal
positions, where education background seems to be the
influential factor. Parental leave take-up being closely
associated with education levels is often seen as a mat-
ter of different gender values. In fact, parents’ educa-
tion is often used to indirectly measure norms and atti-
tudes toward gender equality, with higher education
likely being associated with more gender-equal norms,
which drives leave take-up (Duvander & Viklund, 2019).
As shown in the section on gender attitudes, however,
there is no such apparent association between educa-
tion and gender equality attitudes in Denmark. This indi-
cates that the development toward variation in fathers’
parental leave take-up according to education is an
expression of a social inequality, with some fathers in
Denmark having less opportunity to take leave. This
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Figure 7. Fathers parental leave take-up (days) by education level (Denmark, 2018). Notes: Cohabiting couples only; both
mother and father have taken parental leave. Source: Statistic Denmark (n.d.-c).
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might indicate that the lowparental leave take-up among
the least educated fathers not only reflects a traditional
gender role attitude but also a lack of institutional sup-
port, such as gender-equality-focused leave policies.

7. Conclusion

The Nordic countries pioneered gender incentives in
leave schemes, including the introduction of parental
leave, but first and foremost the father’s quota. This
leaves Denmark as the regional outlier, as there is no
longer a statutory father’s quota; instead, labour market
partners have introduced the father’s quota in some col-
lective agreements, and the right to this quota is accord-
ingly secured only for those in more stable employment.
While Denmark has invested massively in childcare out-
side the home, gender (in)equality in parental leave take-
up is not part of the policy agenda to a degree that
makes the current Social Democratic government consid-
er a re-introduction of the father’s quota; rather, along
with other parties across the political spectrum, it has
been opposed to the EU directive for a 2-month parental
leave quota. Gender inequality in parental leave take-up
therefore does not seem to be perceived as a problem
requiring public action and is not part of the current pol-
icy stream.

The lack of political attention is regardless of how
there is consistent gender inequality in leave take-up,
and more so than in the other Nordic countries. Our
analysis has found inequalities across the education
divide, suggesting that social class also mitigates leave
take-up. This education divide is not consistent with atti-
tudes toward how mothers and fathers should share
paid and unpaid work. In fact, Denmark seems to be
the country most favoring gender equality in the region.
We acknowledge that the survey data only addresses the
role of the mother regarding gender roles and therefore
does not show the norms related to the father’s role in
raising children. We are also aware that the items in the
EVS represent rather extreme statements when it comes
to examining gender roles in a Nordic context. This could
explain the relative low level of agreement. Future com-
parative studies of how gender attitudes impact fathers’
parental leave take-up should include survey questions
about father as caregiver as well more nuanced ques-
tions aboutmother’s and father’s role as caregiver, which
could better grasp the differences in gender attitudes
between the Nordic countries. Regardless, the differ-
ences in leave take-up across gender and the education
divide seem to reflect institutional and organizational
barriers more than variation in the cultural perception
of who should take parental leave. Ultimately, Danish
fathers (and their children and their partners) are situat-
ed differently across the education divide regarding their
rights to parental leave and how this is used, and moth-
ers continue to take most of the leave. The policy impli-
cation is clear: If the desire is for mothers and fathers
with different social backgrounds to share parental leave

more equally, it is not the attitudes thatmust change, but
rather the policy.
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