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Research on men’s parenting has for a long time been a rapidly growing field of interest in Sweden.  Numerous of studies, from a spread of different scientific fields, have nowadays covered different aspects of men’s parenting, from the changing historical picture of fatherhood to the way men negotiate their parenthood in everyday family life.  An important reason to this is of course, as we heard earlier here by Gunilla Sterner, the long time interest by the Swedish government to increase the gender equality in family life.  At this background much of the fatherhood research also has had a strong focus on examining the relationship between social policy and family life.  It means that we had put a great deal of interest in trying to understand how we can improve different policies in order to change men’s ways of being parents towards a more equal and nurturing fatherhood behaviour. 
The result is in many ways very positive as today’s fathers and mothers have as we just heard, for example, access to well-developed municipal childcare services and are also offered unique possibilities through one of the worlds most generous parental leave system.  At the moment Swedish parents have the possibility to stay at home for almost 13 months with paid leave at a compensation level of 80% of the salary.  The system also offer a great deal of flexibility and it’s possible to take the parental leave full time, part time or just a couple of hours/day to reduce the working hours if you want.
And we know from different studies that these policies and opportunities have, in various ways, affected the parent’s attitudes and behaviours in a positive way:

-
The number of working mothers with small children is, for example, very high in Sweden – relatively one of the highest number in the world.
-
We also know that most men have a very positive attitude towards gender equality and a shared responsibility in family life.  An important reason for this is that an increasing number of Swedish men value the family as the most important arena for their own self-conception.

-
The number of men who take parental leave has increased dramatically during the last decades and they have more than doubled their share of used parental leave days during this period. 

-
Several international and comparative studies have also concluded that Swedish men not only have positive attitudes towards the household work but also in practice are a bit more active in the regular family work than men in many other countries. 

-
Many first time fathers today are also not only involved in playing activities with their children but also participate more and more in the caring activities. Recent studies show that a great deal of the new fathers performs almost as many caring as playing activities with their children.
However, despite these successes it’s not possible to say that we have achieved full equality in Sweden or even claim that the Swedish family life can be characterized by extensive gender equality.  As the matter of fact it’s more truthfully to say that it’s still marked, in many ways, by traditional gender patterns and patriarchal gender relations.  This means that even if we can see several signs of increasing gender equality – changes are slow and the process towards equality are in many senses unsatisfactory, given the opportunities.  Swedish men use for example, despite the registered increases, still only17-18% of all the possible days offered in the parental leave system.  It is also obvious that Swedish women still take the primarily responsibility for the balance between work and family life as the mothers adjust their work life to family life in a much higher degree than men.  A majority of the mothers with small children work, for example, part time while almost all fathers work full time.  The women also stay home more often than men do when the children are sic.  This means they not only use most of the ordinary parental leave but also most of the temporary leave that can be used when the children are sic.

This is of course something that has bewildered both politicians and researchers in Sweden.  How can we understand the fact that men, who experience such massive support from the well fare system, are so far from using their fully rights?  What obstacles and constrains are there in this process?
Well, since the end of the 1970s, a number of different governmental inquiries and research reports have discussed this phenomenon.  An abundance of explanations has been presented but most of them have focused on remaining traditional gender norms in family life and men’s hegemonic position in relation to women.
However, during the last years there has been an increasing interest in, not only the relationship between the well fare state and the family, but also in the relationship between the family and the working life.  How does the working life influence parents’ possibilities to combine work and family life?  What support and constrains do Swedish parents experience from their employers and over all; - how family friendly is Swedish working life? 

The general picture of the Swedish labour market
The general picture of the Swedish labour market, as it emerges from a gender perspective in existing research, is that it is permeated, just like the family life, by evident patriarchal power relations.  Women are being segregated both vertically and horizontally – partly because they are mostly found working within the public sector, which in general offers less paid jobs, partly because they within each organisation are given less career opportunities, lower positions and lower wages than men have.  This condition is easily illustrated with some statistics on Swedish work life.  For some years ago, for example, only 3% of the board members in Swedish companies listed on the stock exchange were women, and there was only one woman working as a managerial director among the 229 largest companies on the list.  On almost half (43%) of the Swedish workplaces, there are no female superiors at all and women’s hourly wages are on average 20% lower than men’s are.
Sex discrimination is, however, prohibited by law and the Swedish government has in different ways attempted to straighten this unsatisfactory state of affairs on the labour market.  According to the Swedish Equal Opportunities Act, all employers with more than 10 employees are bound by law to establish an “equal opportunities plan”.  The purpose is to decentralise equality work by having employers to identify and attend to injustices due to gender, ethnicity and sexual inclination.  A number of different follow-ups, done by the Swedish Equal Opportunities ombudsman show, however, that this reform hasn’t been as successful as expected.  A questionnaire survey including 7000 Swedish companies a couple of years ago revealed for example that only every fourth employer had established an up-to-date equal opportunities plan.  And of those companies who actually had a plan around 80% were of such insufficient quality they were more or less worthless. 

The problem with the lack of interest shown in work life for equality work and the discrimination of women is, according to many studies, due to the masculine character of the work organisations.  Career opportunities, assessments of work efforts and general employment criteria are based on traditional gender norms, which facilitate for men and not for women, to establish themselves or be promoted in work life. Invisible “glass roofs and glass walls” are being constructed on the gender-segregated labour market, as it is put in the Swedish “Women’s Power Commission”.  Several qualitative research studies have discovered that full-time job and over-time work are associated with loyalty and high productivity and that the cultural picture of how a boss is supposed to behave or how work must be organised, is designed by men whose partners are either housewives or working part-time.  In this traditional gender work culture, women are also mainly regarded as the primary parent. Consequently, they are also expected to have a higher rate of absence in form of part-time work, long-term parental leave or a more frequent use of the temporary cash benefits, which in its turn is associated with a lesser commitment to gainful employment.  This is why it is still relatively usual that women in Sweden, on employment interviews, are asked whether they have or plan on having children.  One questionnaire survey revealed for example that half of all women in the age of 20-30 years who had applied for a job at some occasion had been asked whether they planned on having children.  It also furthermore showed that 63% of all companies claimed that pregnancy might be an obstacle to get an employment.

More examples of the companies’ low interest in family friendliness and/or the employed parents’ needs and realities, has been revealed in several studies with focus on the employers’ view on parental leave.  A colleague of mine in Sweden, professor Philip Hwang at the university of Gothenburg, found for example in a study of 200 major, private companies in Sweden that only 3% of the employers had developed an actively supportive organisation around the employees’ right to take parental leave, despite the fact that Swedish companies are bound in law to this by the Equal Opportunities Act.  The rest of the companies had taken isolated measures or accepted, albeit passively, their employees’ needs and rights in this area. 

This means, and this is an important conclusion, that even if working parents in Sweden have legal rights to take parental leave, these rights can be severely restricted by uninterested employers and the work life conditions. 

End discussion
But finally, if we change perspective and look at these questions from the employers perspective, - Are there any rational arguments for them to create a more family friendly work life?  What would employers gain of investing time and engagement in family friendliness?
Well, according to much of the previous research in the area it’s usually profitable for organizations to invest in family friendliness.  They might for example gain from many advantages such as:

· An increasing general loyalty and engagement in the work from the employees.  Studies have showed that most employees appreciate all support they can get from the employer when they try to balance work and family life.  And this generates an increasing loyalty and engagement in the work. This might also lead to…

· Reduced tendency from the employees to quit.  Studies have showed that companies with family friendly organisations experience less tendencies from the employees to quit their job in favour of a more attractive employer.
· Reduced stress and ill-health among the employees and thereby less reporting of sickness.  This leads to better continuity in the staffing and in the end this effect the productivity in a positive way as there becomes less disruptions in the production line.

· Psychological research stress that it positively effect the employees ability to concentrate and focus on particular work tasks when they don’t need to worry about clashes between work and family life.

· Employees who have been on parental leave often report an experience of personal development - a development of skills and self-confidence that are needed in the work place.

· A lot of studies have also argued that family friendly initiatives also improve the companies’ reputation and “good will” in the society.  This might lead greater customer loyalty and to a higher probability that well-educated, and for the company attractive personnel, apply for job there.

So, this means that family friendly policies in the work life are gainful for both the working parents and the organisations.  And as I have been arguing for here it’s also important, when we discuss how we can improve parents’ possibilities to combine work and family life, to take the work life in account. It is obvious from the studies and research I have been referred to here, that employees’ general rights are increasingly a matter of daily and informal negotiations in work life.  This means that a well developed social policy and support from the state is important but not enough to radically improve the equality between men and women and help parents to combine work and family life.
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