The Open Demography Journal, 2010, 3, 1-10 1

Housework and Family Formation - Exploring the Relationship Between
Gender Division of Housework and Having Children
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Abstract: Declining birth rates in Europe over the last 30 years have often been associated with changes in family struc-
ture and with increased female labour market participation. In order to understand the changes in family formation, it is
important to also take family relations and gender equality within the family into consideration. This article focuses on the
division of housework (as a measurement of gender equality) and its impact on childbirth in Sweden. Sweden has a rela-
tively long history of high female labour market participation, something combined with generous parental leave and sub-
sidised child care, should allow us to explore more fully the effects of gender relations within the household on childbear-
ing patterns. Swedish couples were classified as traditional, intermediate and modern on the basis of the reported division
of housework. While the initial analyses showed that modern i.e. more gender-equal couples, were more likely to have
children, the effect of the fairer distribution of housework on having children disappeared when controlling for demo-
graphic variables such as age and the number of children already in the family. The results of this and related studies indi-
cate that more research is needed in order to establish the impact of gender relations on childbirth.

INTRODUCTION

Lower fertility rates together with increase in divorce
rates, one-person households and non-marital cohabitation
have featured prominently in the discussions of changes to
family forms over the last decades [1-3]. The alleged demise
of the traditional family and the diverse descriptions of the
“new family” have often been accompanied by expressions
of hope for more gender-equal partnerships [e.g. 4-6].
Women's increased labour market participation has resulted
in greater (financial) independence and undeniably accounts
for some of the changes in family forms [e.g. 7]. This does
not mean that gender equality has been attained on the labour
market and certainly not within families. Even if paid work
takes up women’s days, women still have the main responsi-
bility for caring and housework [e.g. 2, 8, 9]. Increased gen-
der equality on the labour market has not been accompanied
by a fairer sharing of housework, which suggests that an
examination of gender relations within families might shed
considerable light on changes in family formation.

Peter McDonald [10] argues that not only institutional
changes on the labour market and within the educational
system, but also changes in gender relations within the fam-
ily are important when explaining decline in fertility rates.
Changes in fertility rates have also often been studied in the
light of female employment [e.g. 11,12]. In this article | con-
sider other kinds of work, i.e. the division of unpaid house-
work, and its effect on number of children in families. The
Swedish context should allow us to test the extent to which
gender equality influences childbirth since Sweden is con-
sidered one of the most gender-equal countries in the world
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[13] and gender equality attitudes among Swedish men and
women score high in a European context [14]. In addition,
Sweden's comparatively long experience of female labour
market participation [15] and the accompanying normalisa-
tion of the dual-earner model [1] are coupled with relatively
high and stable birth rates over the last decades [15], a rela-
tionship that has been well studied [e.g. 12, 16].

This article uses data from an eight-year longitudinal
survey in order to investigate the relationship between un-
paid housework and childbirth in Sweden. The main research
question asked is: Does the division of housework, as a
measurement of gender equality, have an impact on child-
births in Swedish families?

PAID WORK AND FAMILY FORMATION

There is no doubt that women's increased participation on
the labour market has changed gender relations both at soci-
ety and individual level. Paid or unpaid work outside the
home is, of course, not something new for women, but fe-
male participation on the labour market in Sweden has been
relatively high since the 1970s [11, 17]. And even if female
labour market participation has risen elsewhere, at an aver-
age of 57% in the European Union and 66% in the US and
Canada in 2006 [15], the corresponding Swedish figures is
still well above the European average at 71% .Women'’s in-
creased labour market participation has resulted in what is
often described as an ongoing shift from male breadwinner
families to dual earner families [1, 18, 19] and Sweden,
where paid labour is the norm for both men and women, can
be seen as representing a completed transition. This does not,
however, imply that women participate on the labour market
under the same conditions as men do, since women generally
earn less, have worse career opportunities and are more often
found in a-typical and/or part-time employment [20, 21].
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Fig. (1). Proportion of women aged 16-44 in employment and total fertility rate in Sweden between 1976-2004. (source: Statistics Sweden).

Women’s changing role from homemaker to worker has
affected family life in Sweden as elsewhere. At the same
time as women entered the labour market on a larger scale,
fertility rates in Western Europe started to drop. Negative
correlations between female labour market participation and
declining fertility rates have been found on data from the
1970s, indicating that women's increased participation on the
labour market brought with it a lower fertility rate in Euro-
pean countries [11, 22]. Later data, however, reveals a posi-
tive association between fertility rates and female labour
force participation. In Sweden, high labour market participa-
tion has been linked with high fertility rates over the last
decades [16]. This association is shown in Fig. (1), which
presents the total fertility rate and the proportion of women
aged between 16 and 44 who were in employment during the
1976-2004 period. In Sweden, the proportion of women in
employment within this age-span grew until 1990, when
over 80% of women aged 16-44 were in some form of em-
ployment. During the early 1990s, Sweden experienced ex-
ceptionally high unemployment rates, which especially af-
fected young adults i.e. men and women of family-forming
age.

In Fig. (1), it is clearly visible that the growing propor-
tion of women in employment during the 1980s corresponds
to higher fertility rates. The fertility rates in Sweden in the
late 1980s and early 1990s were above 2.0, substantially
higher than the European Union (EU 15) mean of 1.51 chil-
dren in 1992 [15]. The relationship between fertility rates
and female employment is also apparent during the 1990s.
When the proportion of women in employment starts to fall
in the early 1990s, it is subsequently followed by decreased
fertility rates. There is thus a strong association between fe-
male labour market participation and fertility levels on a
macro level.

Microdata studies provide additional support for this as-
sociation. When asked, Swedish women and men consider
having stable employment as an important factor in the deci-
sions to have children [12, 16, 23]. This is often argued to be
explained by the Swedish family policy design, which
strongly promotes paid employment for both men and
women. Smaller segments of the support system, such as
child allowance, are universal and other components, such as
housing allowances are means tested [24]. The Swedish wel-
fare system is however, largely based on attachment to the
labour market, and parental leave benefits, which financially

is the most important transfer scheme directly connected to
having children, is based on previous earnings. For those
without previous income there is a considerably lower guar-
anteed level of benefits. Other important family policy com-
ponents are also employment related such as the parents’
right to work part-time until a child is eight and the parents’
paid leave for the care of sick children. Stable employment
holds the key to considerable portions of the welfare system,
which might explain the positive relationship between
women's employment rates and fertility levels.

This relationship also applies in other Scandinavian
countries, where female labour market participation has been
high since the 1970s and fertility rates have declined more
slowly by comparison to continental and Southern Europe.
Here fertility levels have dropped dramatically over the last
20-30 years, in conjunction with women's increased partici-
pation on the labour market [25]. A number of European
countries are now characterised by total fertility rates below
1.3 [15]. Country differences in family policy are often em-
phasized as an explanation for the disparity in fertility rates
across Europe [10, 11, 22, 25, 26, 27]. It has been argued
that generous welfare systems, with support for parental
leave and child benefits, combined with laws that protect
working parents, have kept fertility levels comparatively
stable in Scandinavian countries, while the absence of child
care provision and parental leave accounts for lowered fertil-
ity rates in Southern Europe.

HOUSEWORK AND FAMILY FORMATION

Sweden's comprehensive family policies aim at support-
ing a combination of to combine work and family life, and
have mostly affected the lives of women. Women’s lives
have undoubtedly changed: they spend more time in paid
work and the time they put into housework has decreased
over the last decades [28]. The time men devote to house-
work has, however, not increased by the same proportion,
leaving women with the main responsibility for housework
and making them pull a “second shift” [29]. The gendered
division of work is still apparent in dual-earner families,
where women still have the main responsibility for house-
work, and men spending more time in paid labour [2, 9, 18,
30, 31]. This uneven distribution of housework within fami-
lies has gained attention when explaining gender inequalities
within society and researchers have argued that the causes of
the remaining gender inequalities on the labour market
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should be sought outside the labour market, thereby pointing
to the impact that the gendered division of housework has on
men’s and women’s lives [32, 33]. The question raised in
this study is whether analysing the division of housework
can help us to understand family formation and especially
childbirth.

The link between family formation and housework is in-
deed well worth exploring. Changes in family form have
different implications for women and men since getting mar-
ried and having children generally reinforce the gendered
division of housework. The responsibility for housework are
lower for men and higher for women if they are married [2,
34-37]. The gendered pattern is further accentuated in fami-
lies with children, where women do even more housework
[34, 38]. Children's age is also a significant factor: in Swe-
den, women with children younger than 6 years have greater
responsibility for housework [8]. The fact that housework is
still gendered and accentuated by marriage and children,
might lead us to the conclusion that in a society where
women are able to make childbearing decisions, these deci-
sions may well be influenced by the anticipated burden of
housework.

The relationship between the division of housework and
childbirth in the US has been studied by Torr and Short [39].
Households in which women do less housework are more
likely to have second births, but this is also true for house-
holds with a more traditional division of housework. Further
evidence that the division of housework matters for child-
births is presented by Cooke [40], who finds a positive rela-
tionship between the time spent by fathers in child care and
the likelihood of second births in Germany. Men’s involve-
ment in child care here has a positive influence on birth
rates. However, in the German case, men’s relative time put
into housework does not help to explaining second births.

In Sweden, where the welfare system in many respects is
directed towards facilitating the combination of family and
work life, the effect of housework might look different. In
theory, combining family and work should not be that diffi-
cult in the Swedish context, where family policy measures
help to ease women’s responsibilities for child care. How-
ever, housework in Sweden is still highly gendered and be-
yond the scope of state intervention and so the relationship
between unpaid housework and fertility needs more research.
In this article, the sharing of daily chores, i.e. cooking, wash-
ing up, cleaning, laundry and grocery shopping, and its im-
pact on family formation is explored. Couples in this study
are split into three types, based on the division of housework
and the distinguishing characteristics of the three couple
types are examined. This is followed by the consideration of
the central question: Does the division of housework, as a
measurement of gender equality, have an impact on child-
births in Swedish families? This will be studied through ana-
lysing whether couples who organize their housework differ-
ently have a different probability of having their first or addi-
tional children over a period of eight years.

DATA

The data has been extracted from the yearly conducted
Swedish Survey of Living Condition panel (ULF), which is a
representative sample of the Swedish population between the
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ages of 16 and 84. This panel data started in 1979, and inter-
views for each panel are conducted every 8 years, with gen-
erally low levels of attrition. The objective of this article is to
study how the division of housework influences if couples
have their first or additional children. This requires house-
hold level information on the sharing of housework as well
as household information on childbirth. The study was made
possible by using the 1987 wave, the only year when the
interviews included questions about the sharing of house-
work. Falling off and attrition between the waves 1987-1995
was 21.5%, which is relatively low for a long-term longitu-
dinal survey. A more detailed description of the data is found
in Table 1. From a total of 1,972 individuals in the 1987
wave, cohabiting and married couples in which the woman
was 40 years or younger in 1987 were selected for this study.
The selection was based on the information on married and
unmarried couples in the database. The second wave used in
the study is 8 years later, 1995, when changes in the number
of children are in focus. A problem which needed attention
was the cases of interviewees who had separated from their
partners and moved in with new partners who already had
children. To avoid this problem, only individuals who were
living together with the same partner in the 1995 wave were
included, which left us with 470 individuals. The majority of
the households in the study had children in 1987 (73%). The
proportion of households with children increased to 89% by
1995.

Table 1. Description of Data Material; Married and Cohabiting
Couples, in Which the Women is Up to 40 Years Old in
1987 (Extraction from Swedish Survey of Living Con-
dition Panel (ULF))

Population 1987 1995
Couples still living together 1995 n=470
Mean age of woman 32 yrs + 8 years
Mean age of man 35yrs + 8 years
Proportion of households with children 73% 89%
Mean number of children 15 1,9

THE DEPENDENT VARIABLE

The objective is to study whether the division of house-
work has an impact on childbirth. The dependent variable is
a dichotomous variable indicating an increase in the Number
of children between 1987 and 1995 and includes first births
as well as subsequent births in the households during this
period. In the ULF data, the variable “children” equals “liv-
ing with children”, which can be biological or adopted chil-
dren.

HOUSEWORK

The main independent variable is how Housework is car-
ried out within the household, i.e. how much of the house-
work the women or the men, respectively, are responsible
for. In the ULF data, it is possible to identify the proportion
of five different household tasks that are performed on a
daily basis: cooking, washing up, cleaning, laundry and gro-
cery shopping. The respondents were asked to assess to what
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extent they performed each task, with the alternatives: “I
carry out a) all, or almost all of this task, b) approximately
%, c) approximately 50%, d) approximately % or e) nothing
or almost nothing”. From these answers, an index was cre-
ated, indicating how much of the housework was performed
by the woman (in a factor analysis all variables loaded
strongly into one dimension, with KMO of 0.80, which sup-
ports the strategy of creating an index). The index spans
from 5 to 25, where women in couples scoring 5 are respon-
sible for all, or almost all, of the five household tasks. As
many as 20% of the couples belonged to this group, and in
most households the women were responsible for most of the
housework. Most couples scored up to 9 on the index scale,
which means that in most households, women were reported
to perform the vast majority of domestic tasks.

Couples were subsequently split into three different
types, based on the division of housework. The traditional
group, in which women in large were responsible for the
housework (up to 8 on the index scale), consisted of 38% of
the households. In the intermediate group, comprising 40%
of the respondents, women were still reported as responsible
for most of the housework (with an index score between 9
and 13), although men were reportedly responsible for some
housework tasks. In modern households, men did a substan-
tial part of the housework, although not consistently a greater
part (14 and over on the index scale). This last group made
up 22% of the respondents. The households where the men
carried out most of the housework were too few to be in-
cluded separately in the study (in approximately 36% of the
“modern” couples, men did most of the housework i.e. 8% of
the total population). The various tasks displayed very dif-
ferently gendered organisation, with laundry, cleaning and
cooking as the most female-coded, while washing up and
doing the groceries were more equally shared.

OTHER INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

In order to control the impact of housework on childbirth,
other standard controls were included in the study: Employ-
ment, Socio-economic class, Total household income,
Woman’s proportion of household income, Number of chil-
dren, Civil status and Woman’s age. Previous studies, both
Swedish and international, have highlighted the importance
of labour market-variables for childbirth [41, 12]. In Swe-
den, where parental leave benefits are based on previous
earnings, these might have even greater significance. Since
women use the vast majority of the parental leave, even
though parental leave is not reserved for mothers alone,
women’s employment status might be expected to have
strong effects on childbirth. Employment was divided into
four categories, the first two implying active participation on
the labour market: full-time employment, which was by far
more common amongst men (75% vs. 34% for women) and
part-time employment, which was slightly more common
than full-time employment amongst women (36%), while
only 3% of the men had part-time employment. The third
category, leave of absence, included the men and women
who had labour market attachment in 1987, although they
are not active (14% for women and 4% for men). Here pa-
rental leave is included. The fourth category encompassed
those outside the labour market, a variable which included,
among others, students and the unemployed (16% for
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women and 18% for men). In order to control for socio-
economic class, a scale close to the EGP classifications [42]
was used, and simplified to distinguish between white and
blue collar, placing higher and middle white collar and the
self-employed in the white-collar category. 70% of the
women and 54% of the men were classified as blue collar
workers in 1987. Household income can be expected to have
an impact on child birth: couples with a higher income might
be better able to afford children, yet it could also be argued
that children of high-income couples “cost” more, which
might have a negative effect on fertility [39, 43]. Household
income is the total income of the household in 1987. The
Woman’s share of the household income i.e. her financial
power, was also controlled for in the study.

Finally, demographic variables describing family compo-
sition were included in the analyses. Important variables
such as the couple’s Number of children at the first inter-
view, Civil status, and the Woman’s age were included.
Since the two-child norm is strong in Sweden [44] and we
can expect that families without children, or with one child,
are more likely to have an additional child, the variable
number of children was controlled for in the analyses. The
number of children-variable was divided into three catego-
ries: no children, 1 child and 2 or more children. Civil status
was also taken into account since decreased marriage rates
are sometimes associated with lower fertility rates, yet the
relatively long history of Swedish cohabitation might have
been expected to contradict this pattern. A higher proportion
of first births were found in cohabiting than in married cou-
ples in the early 2000s [45]. Lastly, women’s age was in-
cluded in the analysis: a significant factor since older women
are generally less likely to have children. It is important to
note that fertility has increased in the group of older women
over recent decades [46], as has women’s mean age at first
birth. In Sweden, in 1987, the average age for a woman hav-
ing her first child was 26, and this had risen by 1.5 years by
the time of the second wave in the panel survey in 1995 [31].
In light of the small sample and the even smaller number of
young women within the sample, women were divided into
three age spans: 19-28 years, 29-33 years and 34-40 years.

RESULTS - EXPLORING THE DIFFERENT COU-
PLES

Couples were split into three different types according to
the division of housework. In traditional couples, women did
the vast majority of the housework, while in modern couples,
men made a substantial contribution to daily chores. In the
intermediate group, women did most, but not all, of the
housework. In Table 2 the characteristics of the three types
of couples are described in order to explore the likelihood of
other indicators that may support their labelling as “tradi-

LI TS

tional”, “intermediate” and “modern”.

There is clearly sufficient evidence for distinguishing be-
tween traditional and modern couples. Women in modern
couples are more frequently employed as compared to the
women in the other couples: as many as 54% are full-time
employed and 25% have part-time employment. Women in
traditional couples are more frequently employed part-time
and they are also more frequently represented amongst those
outside the labour market. The difference in type of em-
ployment is not as pronounced amongst the men. In tradi-
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Table 2. Characteristics of Couples in the Study, Based on Three Categories of Couples According to How Housework is Shared
(Swedish Survey of Living Condition Panel (ULF) Wave 1987 + 1995)

Traditional Couples (n=180) Middle (n=186) ”Modern” Couples (n=104
Women’s employment 1987
Full-time 24% 32% 54%
Part time 38% 40% 25%
Leave of absence 16% 15% 11%
Outside 23% 13% 11%
Men’s employment 1987
Full-time 73% 78% 2%
Part time 1% 4% 5%
Leave of absence 1% 7% 5%
Outside 26% 11% 19%
Class 1987
Woman blue collar 77% 67% 62%
Man blue collar 47% 48% 59%
Total household income 1987 after taxation 147.400 156.900 150.700
Woman’s proportion of total household income 1987 36% 38% 44%
Mean number of children
1987 18 1,6 1
1995 2 1,9 1,9
Proportion of childless couples 1987 9.4% 21.5% 47.1%
Proportion married 1987 90,6% 86,6% 75%
Mean age 1987
man 36 yrs 36 yrs 33 yrs
woman 33 yrs 33 yrs 30 yrs

tional couples, men are less frequently on leave of absence or
part-time employed and they are consequently either em-
ployed full time or outside the labour market. Part-time work
or leave of absence are, however, not common amongst any
group of men. To view the class position of the couples, the
proportion of blue-collar workers was calculated. This is
admittedly a rough estimate, building on the socio-economic
classification (SEI), yet it gives us valuable information on
socio-economic differences. The proportion of women and
men respectively classified as blue collar within the different
couple types shows significant variations. The smallest dif-
ference within the group was found in modern couples,
where 62 % of the women and 59% of the men were classi-
fied as blue collar workers. Yet again, there is an obvious

difference as compared to the traditional couples, where 77%
of the women and only 47% of the men were classified as
blue-collar workers.

With regard to income, the intermediate category dis-
played the highest total income of the three couple types in
1987, which can be explained by the fact that even if women
were not as frequently employed full-time as in the modern
couples, men in the intermediate group were more likely to
be full-time employed and less likely to be outside the labour
market. Traditional couples had the lowest income, and both
women and men in this category were more frequently found
outside the labour market. Women’s proportion of the total
household income was highest in modern couples at 44%.
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Table 3. The Organization of Housework and Having Their First, or Additional Children (In-Between Interviews 1987-1995)

No Children + Children
Traditional couples (n=180) 59% (106) 41% (74)
Middle (n=186) 60% (111) 40% (75)
Modern couples (n=104) 38% (40) 62% (64)

Pearson Chi-square significant at 0,001 level

Women in the two other categories had a similar proportion
of the household income i.e. 36-38%. With regard to labour
market-related characteristics, there were noteworthy differ-
ences between the different couple types; women in modern
couples stood out with a higher labour market attachment, a
higher class position and a higher proportion of the house-
hold income.

The demographic variables also differed for the three
couple types. The mean number of children for all couples in
1987 was 1.5 children. Modern couples had the fewest chil-
dren: an average of 1 child in 1987 vs. 1.8 children in the
traditional couples. Previous Swedish and international re-
search on the division of housework should also be taken
into consideration when exploring the link between house-
work and childbirth. Housework is more fairly shared in
households without children, i.e. households that are more
likely to be at the initial stage of family building [8]. In cou-
ples with children, women do more of the unpaid house-
work. Marriage is yet another divider between traditional and
modern couples. A vast majority of the traditional couples in
the 1987 wave were married: 90% vs. 87% in the intermedi-
ate group and 75% in the modern group. This could also be
seen as an indication of more traditional values, as well as a
question of age. Finally, there were age differences between
the couples. In all couple types, men were on average three
years older than their partners, but modern couples were as a
group three years younger on average than the other couple

types.

Summarizing the characteristics of the three couple
types, we can see that traditional couples were more likely to
be married and to display larger gendered class difference
within the group; both men and women were more often
found outside the labour market, which resulted in lower
average income. The intermediate couples were found in the
middle in most respects, except that these households had the
highest average income. The modern group was younger
than the other two groups, and women had a stronger at-
tachment to the labour market, resulting in women’s higher
proportion of the total household income.

RESULTS: HOUSEWORK AND CHILDBIRTH IN
SWEDEN

Having described the different types of couples, I will
now turn to the relationship between housework and the
birth of the couple's first or subsequent children in the period
between panel interviews. Table 3 shows the proportion of
couples in each category, and whether or not they had their
first, or additional children. A majority of the modern cou-
ples had children in the period between the interviews: 62%

as compared to 40% in the intermediate group and 41% in
the traditional group.

Table 3 shows a significant correlation between the divi-
sion of housework and having children at the 0.001 level.
This indicates that more gender-equal couples are more
likely to have their first, or additional children. The correla-
tion between the gender-equal division of housework and of
having children confirms previous research on this topic.

This relationship is further examined with the help of lo-
gistic regression models estimating the probability to have
children in the period between panel interviews. In Table 4,
three different logistic regression models are presented, in
order to untangle the relationship between the different vari-
ables. As a base for comparison, Model 1 includes only the
division of housework by means of the category variable
“Women’s share of housework”. As previously mentioned,
the division of housework is not assumed to be the only ex-
planation to changes in the number of children. In Model 2,
the regression is extended in order to explore how unpaid
housework as well as paid work and socio-economic class,
i.e. labour market -related variables, can contribute to the
explanation. Finally, in Model 3, demographic characteris-
tics of the household and its members are included.

In the first column, model 1, the relationship between
women’s responsibility for housework and the probability of
the couple’s having (additional) children is in focus. The
positive effect on childbearing of men’s involvement in
housework is clearly visible here. Translating the coefficient
into over risks shows that these couples were almost 130%
more likely than traditional couples to have their first or ad-
ditional children.

Does the division of housework retain its significance
when labour market attachment and socio-economic vari-
ables are taken into account? Model 2 includes women’s
share of the housework, and women’s and men’s time in
paid employment, socio-economic class and the total house-
hold income as well as women’s proportion of the household
income. When including labour market variables in the re-
gression model, the significance of sharing housework found
in model 1 remains, and is even strengthened slightly. Cou-
ples where men did a substantial part of the housework were
approximately 140% more likely to have children than tradi-
tional couples. The effect is significant and indicates that
paid labour is not the only predictor of childbirth. The labour
market variables show that women’s labour market position
is more important than men’s as a predictor of having addi-
tional children. The results are, however, contradictory, since
women working part-time were far less likely to have their
first or additional children between the interviews, while
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Table 4. Logistic Regression Model Estimating Changes in Number of Children Between Interviews (1987-1995)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

B SE B SE B SE
Constant -0.359* 0.151 -0,446 0,839 2,975 1,130
Women’s share of housework 1987
Traditional (ref)
Middle -0.033 0.213 -0,21 0,238 -0,282 0,294
Modern 0.829*** 0.252 0,883** 0,281 0,169 0,362
Women’s employment 1987
Full time employed (ref.)
Part-time employed -0,520* 0,265 0,204 0,359
Leave of absence 1,196*** 0,343 1,903*** 0,439
Outside labour market 0,168 0,385 0,581 0,486
Man’s employment 1987
Full time employed (ref.)
Part-time employed -0,310 0,643 -0,407 0,862
Leave of absence -0,184 0,509 -0,272 0,620
Outside labour market -0,210 0,316 -0,367 0,391
Socioeconomic position 1987
Women white collar (ref.)
Women blue collar 0,300 0,248 -0,447 0,324
Man white collar (ref.)
Man blue collar 0,527* 0,230 0,074 0,292
Total household income 1987 0,000 0,000 0,000 0,000
Woman’s income proportion 1987 0,468 0,850 -0,493 1,059
Number of children in household 1987
No children (ref.)
One child -1,017* 0,4391
Two or more children -1,727%** 0,433
Married 1987 (ref.)
Cohabiting -0,130 0,308
Woman’s age 1987
19-28 ref
29-33 -1,1002** 0,359
34-40 -3,130%*** 0,407
Nagelkerke R? 0,040 0,167 0,517
Degree of freedom 2 12 17
-2 log likelihood 633.2 574.34 414.6

Levels of significance: ***=0.001-level **=0.01-level *=0.05-level
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women on leave of absence were far more likely to have
additional children. Translated into over and under risk, the
gap between these two categories was even more apparent:
part-time working women had an under risk of 68%, whereas
women on leave of absence had an over risk of 230%.
Within the Swedish context, part-time work is more common
for mothers of younger children [20, 35], which could imply
that these women had already finished family formation and
were thus less likely to have additional children. For the
women on leave of absence, the likelihood of having chil-
dren between the interviews was much higher than for
women in full-time employment. This result is significant to
a 0.001-level, and since parental leave was included in this
variable, it could be assumed that women on parental leave
have a higher probability of having their first, or additional
children during the leave period. The argument that women’s
labour market situation has an impact on childbirth is
strengthened by this analysis. Men’s employment does not,
on the other hand, alter the likelihood of the couple's s hav-
ing their first or subsequent children. When considering the
other variables, neither income nor women’s socio-economic
class has any significant effect. Blue collar men, however,
were more likely to have children.

In the third model, demographic variables were added to
the analysis, variables that proved to have great potential in
explaining childbirths between the interviews. Firstly, child-
less couples were more likely to have children than couples
who already had children. For couples with 2, or more, chil-
dren, the likelihood of having additional children between
the interviews was lowest, with an under risk of over 400%.
Marital status did not have any significant impact on child-
births when first and additional births were studied together.
The result would probably look different if only first, or only
second births, were examined. This is because it is not un-
usual for Swedish couples to marry after the birth of their
first child, making them more likely to have their first child
as an unmarried, and their second as a married couple. Fi-
nally, the age variable had a significant effect on having
children. Not surprisingly, older women were less likely to
have children between the interviews.

A result from model 2 that remained significant, with in-
creased effect, was women's leave of absence: women on
leave were over 570% more likely to have children than
women working full time. This does not, however, indicate
that women’s employment is unavoidably linked to plunging
birth rates, since the women on leave had labour market at-
tachment, although they were not participating actively in
1987.

How, then, does the division of housework affect child-
birth? Once demographic variables were taken into account,
the previously significant effect of more fairly shared
housework disappeared. Two different aspects of the demo-
graphic variables, both connected with the division of
housework, might help us interpret these findings. First, pre-
vious studies have shown that domestic tasks are more
equally shared by childless couples. Secondly, the division
of housework is reportedly fairer in younger couples. These
two variables, childlessness and women's age, might interact
in a way that accounts for the initial findings on the division
of housework as a predictor of childbirth.

Karina Nilsson

CONCLUSION

This article has examined the division of housework as a
measurement of gender equality, the characteristics of Swed-
ish couples and Swedish childbearing patterns. Sweden’s
relatively long history of high female labour market partici-
pation paired with generous parental leave and subsidized
child care make it a useful test for the significance of gender
relations within the family on childbirth.

First, couples were split into three different types, based
on the division of housework. In modern couples, women
had a stronger labour market attachment, a higher proportion
of the household income and a higher class position, leading
to the assumption that these couples could have different
patterns of family formation. When exploring childbirth in
the different couple types, the findings initially suggested
that modern couples were likelier to have their first or addi-
tional children. Variables related to paid work were also
shown to be important. Women’s type of employment
played a crucial role, with women on leave of absence far
more likely to have children than women in part-time em-
ployment. While this might seem slightly ambiguous, the
explanation could be that women on parental leave (here
included in the ‘leave of absence’ category) were more likely
to have additional children in the period between the inter-
views. Women who worked part-time, on the other hand,
were likely to already have children of pre-school and/or
school age and thus less likely to have additional children.

The different results for traditional, intermediate and
modern couples must, however, be viewed against the back-
ground that the modern couples were younger, and had fewer
children to begin with. When including demographic vari-
ables into the analysis, the effect of the fairer division of
housework was no longer significant. Women’s age and the
number of children already in the family were more signifi-
cant predictors of childbirth. The effect of leave of absence
on childbirth was also significant when controlling for num-
ber of children in the household. While the evidence sup-
ports the argument that women’s employment is an impor-
tant predictor of childbirth, the panel data does not tell us
anything about labour market variables in the period between
the interviews.

As mentioned above, in connection with Table 2, the age
difference between the different types of couples, and the
number of children the couples had in 1987, are important in
exploring the impact of housework on childbirth. Previous
research on the division of housework has shown that even
the more gender equal couples tend to fall back on traditional
gender roles when they have children. In this study, many
modern couples already had children in the first wave of
1987, and the separate study of second births results could
prove illuminating. The data material used here is too small
to allow us to draw any general conclusions, yet the results
for second births are similar to the findings of this article.

Despite differences in welfare systems and family policy
the results in this study do not differ to a large extent from
Torr and Short [39]’s findings for the U.S. This is somewhat
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surprising, since Sweden has a generous family policy
scheme, and gender equality is high on the political agenda.
However, Swedish family policy is directed towards child
care, and even if the ‘gender ideology’ in Sweden promotes
equal sharing of housework, the Swedish state does not in-
tervene in the couples’ domestic arrangements. At the time
of the study there were no subsidies or benefits directed to-
wards unpaid housework, except for childcare. This can also
explain why Oléhs [47]" results give another picture since
the gender equality measure she uses in her study is directed
towards parental leave and fathers’ time spent in childcare,
which is an arena with high policy intervention in Sweden.

Even though the effect of the division of housework dis-
appeared when demographic variables were included in the
analyses, the initial findings on sharing housework and pre-
vious research on the significance of parental leave [47] em-
phasize the need for a more thorough examination of the role
of gender relations within the family. Numerous researchers
have argued that family forms and structure as well as family
relations are undergoing significant changes. If families no
longer have the same meaning, and the lives of both men and
women are becoming more individualised, family formation
pattern and childbearing patterns are likely to be affected.
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