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Gender equality prior to and following separation: Nordic and liberal policy inconsistencies

Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk25657342]We compare family policy in Australia and Finland, focusing on child support as interrogating how gender equality ideals and realities play out when families diverge from dual parent model. Despite Finland’s de-gendered leave and employment policy, a gender wage gap continues to position mothers as primary carers. In Australia, pre-separation policies are gendered in that leave benefits position mothers as primary carers. In both countries child support policy took the opposite approach.  Finland’s child support policy is providing less incentive for the father to care of children post separation.




Introduction
In this paper, we compare pre- and post-separation family policy settings, focusing on child support in Finland and Australia as a means of interrogating how gender equality ideals and realities play out when families diverge from the normative dual parent model. We focus on these countries, as they exemplify two major policy paradigms – the Nordic and liberal models – with different approaches to, and interests in, achieving parental gender equality. Our purpose is not to critique welfare state regime types but, rather, to illustrate the complexity of gender equality policymaking and the contradictions that may exist between policies operating at different life course stages.
Following the distinctions between family policy models identified by Walter Korpi (2000), Finland and Australia represent archetypes of different gendered welfare state institutions: the Nordic, earner-carer family policy model and the liberal, market-oriented family policy model, respectively. These institutional models capture central aspects of gender-relevant policies, indicating different goals with respect to gender relations.  However, in practice, policies existing within these broad models can be contradictory or can produce outcomes that are inconsistent with the characterization of the archetype.
In addition, these institutional environments are influencing and interacting with a labor market choice framework that reflects an ongoing, significant gender pay gap in both countries. Australia has a 12.9 per cent gender pay gap (ABS, 2018a), while in Finland women earn on average 17.3 per cent (Eurostat, 2018) less than men in terms of gross hourly rates. These differences in basic pay rates are driven by a myriad of reason but will influence pre-separation division of labor choices within households, and as a result have implications for gender differences in market incomes post separation. Welfare policy settings are backgrounded by gendered inequalities in labor markets. 
Despite the fact that the different welfare state models have been thoroughly examined in the welfare literature (e.g. Bambra, 2004; Bonoli, 1997; Esping-Andersen, 1990), and also how the welfare state interacts with market forces to shape gender equality (see Bambra, 2007; Lewis, 1992; Sainsbury, 1994),  few studies have focused on how the gendered or de-gendered nature of policies play out and are managed in post-separation policy. This is an important research gap, as currently 10.04 per cent of couples with dependent children will separate, and 56.1 per cent of all divorces involve dependent children (OECD, 2019). How policies support or hamper gender equality in both couple and separated households is therefore a pressing policy issue. In this paper, we examine the child support policy settings that exist post separation to identify instances where the policy is consistent with, or contradicts, pre-separation policies regarding the sharing of parental responsibilities and broader gender equality aims. 
We focus on separated families, as it is here that the distribution and relative economic value of housework, market work, and care become monetized by child support policy. Child support formulae operating in Finland and Australia, like elsewhere, calculate the amount of money to be paid by the primary earner to the primary carer (International Network of Child Support Scholars, 2019). In the majority of cases worldwide, and irrespective of welfare regimes, these payments are made from a minority-time non-resident father to a majority-time, resident mother (Skinner, Bradshaw and Davidson, 2007). A comparative representation of family structures for both countries is presented in Table 1.

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

The deeply persistent nature of gender roles and economic transfers post separation gives rise to interesting policy questions, which are often the result of the deeply gendered pre-separation division of labor. How countries provide opportunities for the gender-equal distribution of work and care prior to and following separation is paramount, but such opportunities may be overshadowed by the gendered or de-gendered way that mothers’ and fathers’ care-time and income are regarded in child support formulae. Following Cook and Skinner’s (2019) discussion of the three forms of gender equality possible within child support policy – namely opportunities, treatment, and outcomes – we examine the relative weight given to equal opportunities and treatment within Finnish and Australian pre- and post-separation policies and the extent to which they support gender-equal outcomes. To interrogate these issues, we address the following research questions:
1. What type of gender equality do pre-separation policies in Finland and Australia foreground?
2. How does the type of gender equality foregrounded in post-separation child support in Finland and Australia compare with pre-separation policy in each context?
3. What are the implications of these alignments and divergences for the achievement of gender-equal outcomes over the life course?
To address our first research question, we draw on the published literature and statistics to characterize the pre-separation context in each country. To compare post-separation policies to their pre-separation contexts, and compare these across countries, we use calculations of child support liabilities in simple fictive family types. This also allows us to describe how child support and government payments to fathers and mothers compare in each country, and how policy rules promote or deny possibilities for gender equality. We compare the countries in two situations: when the mother is the primary carer (children have two nights of overnight contact with the minority-time father per month); and when parents share care equally. These situations are used to illustrate and examine the distribution of cash in two different gendered care contexts; the former represents the more prevalent distribution of care post-separation whereby mothers assume the vast majority of care, and the latter represents a gender-equal distribution. We use the mother carer and shared care calculations to examine how care is monetized post-separation, and how it aligns with gender equality policy types and with pre-separation gender equality policy, thus answering our second research question. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings with respect to gender equality over the life course, addressing our final research question. To begin, we describe what we refer to as gender equality and how it will be applied in the following analysis.

Gender equality in Nordic and liberal family contexts
An emerging body of literature has examined trends in gender equality policy, noting its contested and evolving nature (Bacchi and Eveline, 2010; Lombardo, Meier, and Verloo, 2017; Walby, 2005). Typically, this work has been concerned with the question of whether policy should recognize women’s difference or seek gender equal treatment. Cook and Skinner (2019) expanded upon this dichotomy, identifying three forms of gender equality that may be evident in policy aims or operations. First is equal opportunity, which is characterized as a level playing field whereby men and women have equal access to material and social inputs. Second is gender-equal treatment, which foregrounds equality in procedural terms whereby men and women are treated uniformly in policy, regardless of their starting circumstances. Finally, gender-equal outcomes are demonstrated by an equal allocation, benefit, or result, independent of the inputs or processes.
Extrapolating the work of Beckerman (2017) and Sen (1992), Cook and Skinner (2019) suggest that it is not possible to achieve equality in all three domains simultaneously. Providing equal opportunities, for example, may require unequal treatment. Rather, they note that equal treatment in the context of unequal opportunities may in fact entrench rather than ameliorate gender-unequal outcomes. We take up this point in our analysis, by now turning to examine how gender equality exists in Finnish and Australian pre-separation policies. This provides insight into the context of equal opportunity in each country, which we then use to characterize the nature of equal or unequal treatment in post-separation child support policy, and the gendered or de-gendered nature of the outcomes the policies produce. 

Policy approaches to the sharing of care and gender equality
Across many countries, there have been policy moves to increase mothers’ workforce participation and increase the time that fathers spend with children. Nordic countries have been at the forefront of these trends (Thevenon, 2011; OECD, 2019) as the sharing of parental responsibilities between mothers and fathers has been held up as the ideal model of parenthood (Ellingsæter and Leira, 2006). The Nordic model is referred to as the dual earner/dual carer model, where the explicit policy goal is to promote gender equality in care for children and paid work (Eydal et al. 2015; Korpi, 2000). Since 2010 and the onset of the economic crisis, Finnish governments have pressed cuts to family benefits and services and these cuts eroded the idea of universal support for families (Nyby et al. 2014). However, the Finnish example remains useful for examining the alignments and misalignments between equal opportunity and treatment pre- and post-separation and the production of gender-equal outcomes. These insights have relevance across Nordic policy contexts, regardless of the policy particulars that exist in each country.
By stark contrast, in western, liberal democracies, the uptake of gender equality ideals has been less progressive. Liberal welfare states lag behind, as caregiving is primarily regarded as a maternal responsibility; parental leave policies are typically only available to mothers and only for short periods. Like Finland, Australia’s policy experience diverges from other liberal regimes (Deeming, 2016; Deeming and Smyth, 2015), in that Australia operates a distinctively marketized welfare system (Considine, 2005). This includes the privatization of some services, demand-side subsidies for largely for-profit childcare services (Mahon, Berqvist, and Brennan, 2016), and the comparatively very recent introduction – in January 2011 – of paid parental leave, with paternal or partner leave only available as of January 2013 (DSS, 2018). However, in child support policy, Australia provides an exemplar that other liberal welfare states – including New Zealand and the UK – have looked to, while Australia in turn looked to the US (Wisconsin) when designing its child support scheme (Skinner, Meyer, Cook and Fletcher, 2017). As such, while offering a particular configuration of the liberal welfare model (Deeming and Smyth, 2015), Australia’s policy settings provide insight into how pre- and post-separation gender-equal opportunities, treatment, and outcomes play out.
To characterize the particulars of each country, we now summarize the parental leave, child care, and employment policies that affect parents’ opportunities to work and care in Finland and Australia. In characterizing each policy, we comment on the extent to which they afford gender-equal opportunities or provide gender-equal treatment. We conclude by describing the status of gender-equal outcomes with respect to the employment of women in Finland and Australia, including the gender wage gap.

Parental leave
Finland offers relatively long and substantially compensated parental leave schemes (Table 2). Fathers have the right to paid paternity leave after the birth of their child, including a specific father’s quota, which is an individual entitlement to nine weeks of leave which cannot be transferred to the mother, based on a ‘use-it-or-lose-it’ principle.  However, while either parent can take up the de-gendered component of parental leave, in reality, there is not gender-equal opportunity or treatment.  The number of weeks of parental leave for mothers is higher than that for fathers, resulting in mothers being positioned as the principal carers. Similarly, gendered social norms and workplace practices mean that, culturally, there are not equal opportunities for men to take up these leave programs on an equal basis to women and – concurrently – that women are disproportionately compelled to ‘take up the slack’ of care work that is not done by men. As such, mothers consistently continue to take up the lion’s share of parental leave (Eydal et al., 2015; Salmi, Närvi, and Lammi-Taskula, 2018). Only about 5 per cent of all fathers share parental leave with the mother (Lammi-Taskula, 2017; Salmi et al., 2018). So, despite a family policy context in which gender equality goals have been explicitly emphasized, a lack of equal treatment and opportunity maintains the production of gender-unequal outcomes when it comes to infant care. 
Australia, by contrast, has only recently incorporated gender equity principles in its parental leave policy discourse, yet the default eligibility criteria for parental leave is anchored in the gendered norm of the birth mother being the primary carer (Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 2018; Department of Social Services, 2014). Australia does not have a ‘shared parental leave’ approach and, as such, fathers are often labelled as ‘secondary carers.’ Most organizations provide limited parental leave allowance for secondary carers, if any. This is reinforced by entrenched social views of the dichotomous breadwinner/homemaker gender ideal. Ninety-four per cent of primary paid or unpaid parental leave was taken by women in 2017-18, while the same proportion of secondary leave was taken by men (ABS, 2019). Universal access to paid parental leave only came into effect in Australia in 2011. Prior to the introduction of government-paid leave, paid parental leave (PPL) was provided as an optional workplace benefit. Eligibility for current government PPL is typically granted to “the birth mother of a newborn child” unless the leave and care of the child is transferred to the partner (Department of Human Services, 2019a). As of 2013, partners may be eligible for an additional two weeks of ‘Dad and Partner Pay,’ noting the gendered expectations regarding the primary and supplemental carer roles. Almost all (99.4 per cent) of the recipients of PPL in 2012-13 were women (DSS, 2018). A more recent study identified that only 2.3 per cent of men accessed PPL, with only half of new fathers choosing to take two weeks of parental leave (Martin et al., 2015). As such, while Table 2 notes that either parent may take PPL, this belies the deeply gendered nature of opportunities, treatment, and outcomes within Australia’s paid parental leave program. 

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

Child care policies
Finland can be seen to have the strongest rights for public childcare within the Nordic welfare regime (Repo, 2010). All children under school-age (zero to six years) are entitled to early childhood education and care, either through municipality-provided care or by a carer at home, supported by the home childcare allowance. A home childcare allowance can be paid to families with a child under three who is not cared for in municipal day care. This practice has gained considerable popularity, resulting in a situation where approximately 50 per cent of young children (mainly under the age of three) are cared for at home. Hence, enrolment in publicly‐funded day care services in Finland is low compared to other Nordic countries. Finland’s childcare policy development is founded on the principle of freedom of choice (Hiilamo and Kangas, 2009; Mahon, 2002). Here, the duality between public childcare provision and subsidized home childcare constitutes a unique characteristic. 
In practice, Finland’s home childcare allowance means that a parent can stay at home with their child, until the child turns three, without endangering their employment contract. Almost all families (87 per cent in 2016) take advantage of the home childcare allowance, at least for some time after parental leave has ceased. However, 97 per cent of parents who take up this allowance are mothers (Salmi, Närvi, and Lammi-Taskula, 2018.) As such, while there is equal treatment, in that either parent can access the home childcare allowance, the uptake is highly gendered given Finland’s 17.3 per cent gender wage gap (Eurostat 2018). This means that it is more economical for the family’s lowest wage earner to stay at home. The lack of gender-equal opportunity, despite gender-equal treatment, accentuates the unequal gender outcomes that Finland has with respect to parental care and labor market participation.
Childcare policy in Australia operates in a marketized system that provides demand-side subsidies for parents to access care, often provided by for-profit providers (Mahon, Berqvist, and Brennan, 2016). At the same time, due to a lack of government action on supply-side subsidies, Australian parents face significant costs, with average hourly fees for a child under five being $6.30 per hour for couples and $4.10 per hour for singles (Wilkins and Lass, 2018). Given these costs, mothers often provide care or reduce their work hours to lessen the number of days of childcare required (Thévenon, 2013). Again, despite equal treatment, the unequal opportunities afforded by Australia’s 14.6 per cent gender wage gap (WGEA, 2019) mean that significantly more mothers provide care – and for significantly more hours each week. The outcome is a deeply gendered pattern of parental childcare in Australia (ABS, 2018a).
Parental employment policies 
In Finland, parents can reduce their working hours from the end of parental leave until the end of the child’s second year at school. Partial care allowance is paid to a working parent of a child under the age of three or a child in the first or second year of school. As above, this policy treats both parents equally, but the gendered nature of income opportunities results in gendered caring outcomes.
In Australia, the National Employment Standards provide employees with the right to request flexible working arrangements (Fair Work Ombudsman, 2018). In addition, parents returning to work following a period of parental leave can request to return on a part-time basis to assist them with combining work and care. As of September 2018 employers need to provide a written explanation for refusal. As in Finland, reduced hours can be accessed by either parent, but the gender wage gap contributes to reduced incentives for fathers to take up such care (Charlesworth and Hill, 2019). Coles et al. (2018) report that 90 per cent of employed fathers are in full-time paid work and that 50 per cent of those fathers work over forty-five hours per week. Less than two in 100 organizations have set targets specifically to address men’s engagement in flexible work (WGEA, 2018). The gendered nature of the household division of labor is illustrated by the reported time-use of parents with children aged under fifteen years. Fathers worked, on average, seventy-five hours per week. Of that, forty-six hours were spent on paid work, sixteen hours were spent on housework, and thirteen hours were spent on childcare. Mothers, in contrast, did twenty hours of paid work, thirty hours of housework, and twenty-seven hours of childcare per week. Between 2013 and 2015, only 49 per cent of fathers took any leave on the birth of a new child, while 46 per cent took no leave at all (AIFS, 2018). 
Given the care policies described in the previous sections, the two countries experience different rates and conditions of maternal employment (Table 3).

INSERT TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE

Post-separation care arrangements and child support policy
The hypothesis (see Table 4) that underpins our analysis is that, consistent within the approach to the sharing of care in the Nordic context, separated fathers should be encouraged within policy to continue their involvement with their children. By contrast, in liberal countries, where policies do not facilitate the sharing of care in normative, dual parent households, we would expect policies to continue these trends post separation. It is in post-separation contexts that child support policy is key, as we describe in the following section. However, as we now outline, there are contradictions between the archetypical welfare-state positions occupied by Finland and Australia, and the organization of their child support provisions.

Child custody, living, and care arrangements
When parents do not live together, they must decide the child’s custody and living arrangements. In Finland, over 90 per cent of contracts validated by the Social Welfare offices are made for joint custody, 6 per cent are for sole custody to the mother, and 1 per cent are to the father. Despite the support for pre-separation equal parenting, the main living arrangement in post-separation families is that children have legal residency with the mother, with fathers as non-resident parents (Child Custody and Maintenance, 2019). Weekly or fortnightly contact arrangements (often including half of school holidays) represent the most common pattern of care where father-child contact occurs. The proportion of children with a shared care arrangement (two homes) was 20 per cent in Finland in 2018 (Child Custody and Maintenance, 2019). Here, while the law provides for equal treatment, pre-separation work and caring opportunities shape the extent to which care is shared post separation.
As shown in Table 1, in Australia, approximately 20 per cent of children have a parent living elsewhere (ABS, 2019). The vast majority of these children (75 per cent) lived in one-parent households, overwhelmingly headed by women. Most children (54 per cent) under age nine had “at least fortnightly” contact with their parent living elsewhere, although this figure declined as children aged (Qu et al., 2014). Like Finland, the pattern of care time arrangements is every second weekend and half of the school holidays. The Survey of Separated Parents 2014 (Kaspiew et al., 2015a) found that the most prevalent arrangement (46 per cent) was for children to stay with their mother at least 66 per cent of nights in a year. The next most common care arrangement (27 per cent of all care arrangements) was for children to be the mother’s sole responsibility. In Australia, in 21 per cent of cases did mothers and fathers substantially share care time (Australian Institute of Family Studies 2019).
Across both countries, there is a predominant pattern of weekend contact with children that does not interfere with fathers’ employment, while mothers must combine work and care during the week. Again, these patterns reveal how, despite laws that enable equal treatment, child contact outcomes are structured by the unequal opportunities of mothers and fathers with respect to balancing work and care obligations.

Child support policy
In Finland, parents have the freedom to choose how they organize child support after separation. They can make private arrangements on how much child support is paid, which can be confirmed by either the social welfare board or the courts. There is a child support calculator available, but it is not legally binding even though many courts use it in their calculations. The child support formula adopts an ‘income shares’ approach, where both parents’ income and overnight care of children are considered. Regardless of the formula calculation, the final determination of the amount of child support is made on an individual basis. When payments are not forthcoming, the state steps in to guarantee at least part of the child support payments (Hakovirta and Hiilamo, 2012). Due to guaranteed support, the number of parents receiving child support in Finland is high, as it is estimated that about 80 per cent of non-widowed single mother households receive child support, either from the state or from non-resident parents (Hakovirta and Jokela, 2019).
In Australia, the child support formula was revised in 2006, which was the same year that welfare-to-work requirements were introduced for single parents with children over eight years of age (later reduced to six years of age) (Brady and Cook, 2015; Summerfield et al.,  2010). The most significant change to the new formula was that it adopted an ‘income-shares’ model (Ministerial Taskforce on Child Support, 2005). Parents’ combined incomes are applied to a Cost-of-Children table, and the relevant amount – which is influenced by the number and age of children, and the respective proportions of the combined income minus an equal ‘self support amount’ – is then divided between the parents according to their percentage of care (see Table 5). The extent of gender-equal treatment of separated parents’ incomes and care time in child support policies, and the outcomes they produce in the context of varying degrees of gender-unequal opportunities, is what we now turn to examine.

Vignette analysis
We generated vignettes that constructed fictitious families and calculated the amount of child support the law in each country would require a parent to pay, according to policy and legal guidelines (see more in Hakovirta and Haapanen, 2020). We made a formal distinction between significant visitation and shared care: in the first scenario, the mother is the carer and the father has regular visitation (two overnights every other week); however, we consider shared care to be equal (or nearly equal) overnights, so it is a substantially different living arrangement. We then calculated how much child support would be paid in each country for these two care scenarios. Next, we calculated the child support amount to be paid when parents shared care but their incomes varied. We were interested to see whether the income difference between parents had an impact on child support obligations.
Following our general hypothesis presented earlier, we have different child support expectations for these various scenarios (Table 4). More specifically, given greater support for equal treatment in terms of care and paid work pre-separation, we expect Finland’s child support formula to take into account the fathers’ care time and lower their child support obligations as care increases. Similarly, in Australia, given the more gendered pre-separation care policies, we expect maternal care to be treated ‘specially’ in child support policy, with greater recognition of the gendered opportunity costs that curtail maternal employment and paternal care. 
INSERT TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE
Our analyses make visible the impact of gendered un/equal opportunities and treatment in the operation of the child support formula and thus in post-separation policies (Figure 1). Results of monthly child support liabilities are shown per child in purchasing power parity (ppp) US$, with positive figures indicating money paid to the mother by the father. Negative amounts represent money paid to the father by the mother in Australia, or guaranteed maintenance paid to the mother by the state in Finland. 

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

In Figure 1, the first set of columns presents the child support to be paid by a father when he has two overnights of care every other weekend. The child support awards are slightly higher in Finland compared to Australia, despite comparable income levels. This result supports our first hypothesis that Finland would have lower child support awards than Australia.
The next sets of bars show child support liabilities where parent have equal care time. Given that both countries take into consideration care time, this has an impact on what the other parent is expected to pay. In both countries, child support is to be transferred even when there is shared care. The value of payments depends on the relative difference in each parent’s income, but a liable parent who provides more care will pay less child support. Australia makes a significant reduction (of more than 50 per cent) to the child support obligation if parents share care. In Finland, the result is that the obligation, though reduced, remains relatively high. The paying parent receives only a small reduction due to the increase in care time. So, our second hypothesis – that Finland would not have orders in the shared care cases – was not supported. Instead, in Finland, fathers are paying more than in Australia.
In the remaining scenarios, we consider how relative income differentials between the parents vary when they have relatively equal care time. When the mother has a low income and the father has median fulltime earnings (scenario three), in both countries, the father is expected to pay more child support to cover the children’s costs. Again, in Finland, fathers’ child support obligations are clearly higher than in Australia. This is opposite to the outcome expected for hypothesis three.
Scenario four analyses what happens when the father has a low income relative to the mother. In Finland, when the father’s imputed expenses are subtracted from his income, the result is that his expenses exceed his income and thus he has no ability to pay child support. As a result, the obligation would be set as ‘nil.’ This is on the basis of his low income, rather than in recognition of his extensive time sharing. As the father is not required to pay child support, the mother – but not the father – will be eligible to receive guaranteed maintenance from the state. This is despite the father providing an equal amount of care with lower financial capacity. Australia takes the opposite approach in this case. In an instance of shared care, when the father has a low income and the mother has a higher income, it is the mother who is expected to pay child support. Still, the amount is relatively small – about half of the guaranteed child support payment in Finland. These results are consistent with hypothesis four.
In the last scenario, both parents have low incomes and their main source of income is out of work or parenting benefits. In Australia, when both parents share care equally and both receive government benefits, only one parent can be deemed the primary carer within the social security system.1 But, in this case, despite her slightly higher income given the different between out of work and parenting benefits, the mother would not be liable to pay child support. As the low-income mother has at least regular care of their child, her proportion of child-related costs is regarded as being met directly through care. In Finland, if the father has no ability to pay, the mother can apply and receive guaranteed child support from the Social Insurance Institution if the child is deemed to reside permanently with the mother, despite any shared care arrangement. Again, the father is not eligible for such support. These results are inconsistent with hypothesis 5, as no transfers are made between parents in either case. In Australia, payments are annulled whereas in Finland, the mother receives a guaranteed payment.

Gender equality post separation
Our analysis sought to examine pre- and post-separation family policy settings in Finland and Australia, with a special focus on child support policy. We examined these countries and policies as a means of interrogating how gender equality ideals and realities work out prior to and following parental separation in Nordic and liberal welfare state archetypes.
Our results illustrate that despite Finland’s advances in terms of encouraging mothers to work and fathers to care in parental leave and employment policy, and Australia’s relative lack of progress in this area, the opposite is true when it comes to financially recognizing and supporting the sharing of care post separation. Our analysis revealed how Finland’s child support policy does little to recognize or encourage the sharing of care post separation, treating fathers and mothers in normatively gendered ways as ‘earners’ and ‘carers,’ respectively. At the same time, Australia’s policy treats both parents as equally capable of caring and earning, despite pre-separation policy and empirical reality demonstrating this is not the case. 
As a member of the Nordic, social democratic welfare state model, Finland has been acknowledged internationally for its encompassing and empowering family policies. It is also known for its high levels of female employment and its prominence in terms of gender equality (e.g. Korpi 2000; Thevenon 2011). In Finland, pre-separation policies treat parents equally with respect to work and care. But in practice, the gender wage gap provides unequal opportunities, and as a result, mothers are most often children’s caretakers prior to and following separation.
However, despite Finland’s gender equality ideals, in post-separation policy, Finland has a traditional approach to providing support for residential parents. In our shared care vignette examples, lone mothers were financially supported to provide care – sometimes by the father and sometimes by the state – even when parents shared the custody and care of children equally. Here, fathers were regarded as breadwinners and not carers, illustrated by the very small reductions in child support for shared care even in instances when mothers were taking on significant breadwinning activities. Despite the rhetoric of equal opportunity to work and care, the Finnish child support policy enacts unequal treatment, as only the mothers’ care work is consistently recognized. As a result, child support policy in Finland does not promote shared parenting after separation or divorce, a result which stands in clear contrast to Finland’s dual earner/dual carer model.  
Notwithstanding its achievements in terms of equal treatment pre-separation family support, post separation, child support policy in Finland stands at the crossroads. We argue that equal treatment in child support policy would allow parents to take up the equal opportunities that are more evident in the Nordic countries. In separated families, the gender wage gap is removed as a barrier to equal caring opportunity, as there is no relative income penalty to be avoided by the lower-earner substituting work for care. Finland’s generous childcare provisions further equalize the opportunities for both parents to work and care.
However, in its current form, our contention is that the Finnish child support system seeks to lessen lone mother poverty post separation rather than achieve gender equality. This is achieved through transfers to mothers in the form of child support or guaranteed maintenance rather than providing mothers with more opportunity to work by encouraging fathers’ sharing of care. While Cook and Skinner (2019) noted that unequal treatment may be necessary to provide both men and women with equal opportunities, Finland’s child support policy takes the opposite approach. Here, the unequal treatment of mothers and fathers in child support policy entrenches rather than ameliorates fathers’ unequal opportunity to care, while at the same time the policy approach does increase mothers’ opportunity to work. The focus on income earning and the invisibility of care indicates an encroachment of neoliberal economic rationalism into Nordic policy systems.
In contrast to Finland’s unequal gender treatment in child support policy, Australia’s formula provides equal treatment for both parents. Due to the application of Australia’s gender-equal child support formula, our vignette data show larger reductions in the father’s child support liability as care increases, even when the mother has a low income. As such, while Finland’s policy prioritized fathers’ breadwinning role, in Australia, fathers’ caregiving role was afforded greater significance. For example, when parents share care equally, the parent with the higher income receives more than a 50 per cent reduction to their proportion of child-related costs (DHS, 2019a). While this could apply ‘equally’ to either parent, what Australia’s equal-treatment formula obscures is that there is not equal opportunity for either parent to be the higher-earner. Thus, in Australia, the gender-equal treatment formula produces gender-unequal outcomes that provide significant discounts to the higher income earner for the equal sharing of care. This perpetuates and reinforces income disparities that exist between parents. To reiterate what Cook and Skinner (2019) noted, equal treatment in the context of unequal opportunities may in fact entrench rather than ameliorate gender unequal outcomes. The equal treatment of care time and income in the Australian child support formula consolidates gender-unequal outcomes and locates single mothers as one of Australia’s most financially disadvantaged groups (Wilkins and Lass, 2018). Indeed, research has shown that single mothers were financially disadvantaged by the introduction of the equal-treatment formula (Smyth and Henman, 2010) and have seen their poverty increase as a result (Son, Rodgers, and Smyth, 2015). While equal treatment is contrary to most of Australia’s family policy rhetoric, the outcomes are consistent with liberal regime countries’ relative inaction on tackling gender inequality.

Conclusions
[bookmark: _Hlk25657325]Our findings identify and problematize Finland’s lack of equal treatment despite the rhetoric of equal opportunities, and Australia’s equal treatment in the face of unequal opportunities. What our analysis revealed is that the Finnish system provides fewer financial incentives than Australia for fathers to increase their care time post separation. At the same time, Finland provides better outcomes than Australia in terms of addressing the gender of post-separation financial inequality. The increase in single mother poverty in Australia adds weight to this assertion.
To return to our research questions, first we asked what kind of gender equality do pre-separation policies in Finland and Australia foreground. We found that Finland’s policies provided equal treatment of mothers and fathers as earners or carers following the birth of a child. Yet, despite these intentions, the gender wage gap effectively limited parents’ opportunities, positioning fathers as earners and mothers as carers. In Australia, by contrast, pre-separation policies were gendered in that leave benefits rhetorically positioned mothers as primary carers and fathers as supplemental carers/primary earners following the birth of a child. 
Our second research question sought to compare each country’s gender treatment in pre-separation policy with their post-separation child support policy. Interestingly, in both countries, we found that child support policy took the opposite approach to their pre-separation gender treatment. Finland’s child support policy treated mothers and fathers differently, even when parents shared care equally. This stood in stark contrast to the more equal treatment of parents in policies pre-separation. By contrast, Australia’s gendered treatment of mothers and fathers ended upon separation, as each were treated equally within child support policy, despite starkly different opportunities to earn and care being available to each party. 
Finally, we ask here what the implications of these divergences may be over the life course. Given the treatment of mothers’ and fathers’ work and care in pre- and post-separation policy, we find that the pre-separation gender wage gap drives gender outcomes post separation, irrespective of equal treatment in policy. As such, if post-separation policies seek to address gender equality, they should recognize the cumulative life cycle effects of gender inequality on care and earnings. We conclude that while the effect of the gender wage gap is rendered less of a barrier to women’s employment post separation, especially in the context of generous childcare provisions, child support is not the place where gender equality is to be achieved. Interventions must begin well before the birth of a child, by delivering equal pay outcomes to men and women. Gender-equal opportunities prior to having children, accompanied by equal treatment in parental leave policies, will enable the equal sharing of work and care. In the absence of a gender wage gap, when parents share care, there should be no need for child support transfers. It is well before separation that the gender roles of earner and carer are entrenched. It is only by acting on these unequal opportunities that advances can be made.

1 When both parents are receiving income support, this determination is made on the basis that “the carer who is most in need of a favorable determination should be deemed principal carer” (DSAS, 2017). In our vignettes, we have deemed this to be the mother. She would receive Parenting Payment Single, a proportion of Family Tax Benefits, and Rent Assistance. The father would receive Newstart Allowance, which is the lower-rate, single unemployment benefit, a proportion of Family Tax Benefits, and Rent Assistance. In Australia, in this case, the formula generates a liability of $45 per month to be paid by Mary to Paul due to her higher payment income. However, Mary may not be liable to pay child support, because if you receive government income support and have at least regular care of your child, “you already meet some of the child’s costs directly through care” (Child Support Agency, 2009, 29).
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Table 1. Family characteristics in Finland and Australia 
	 
	Finland with children < 18
	Australia (ABS 2019) of all families with dependents < 24 years
	 Australia (ABS 2019) families with children < 15 years

	Couple families opposite sex with dependents 
	58% 
	79% 
	80 % 

	Couple families same sex with dependents 
	0.07%
	0.48%
	0. 48%

	Single parent families 
	22.5%
	20.5% 
	19.5%

	Single Parent Families – mother 
	19.2% 
	17.3% 
	16.8%

	Single parent families - Father
	3.3%  
	3.1% 
	2.7%

	Reconstituted families
	9.0%

	Blended: 3.1% of all families with dependent
Step: 5.3% of all families with dependents
	6.5% of families with kids < 15 are step 
3.8 of families with kids < 15 are blended families 


Source: ABS 2019; Statistics Finland 2019.



Table 2. Parental leave and child care policies in Australia and Finland, 2016
	
	Finland (%)
	Australia (%)

	Child-related cash transfers to families with children, as % of GDP1
	1.4
	1.7

	Public spending on services for families with children, as % of GDP2
	1.7
	0.9

	Parental benefits weeks available
	
	

		Mother only
	18
	-

		Father only
	9
	2

		Either mother or father
	26
	20

	Percentage of earnings paid
	70-90
	minimum wage

	Take up rate by fathers
	Father only leave 
	Parental leave
	
69
5
	
49
2

	Enrolment rates in early childhood education and care 
	
	

		0-2 years
	31
	39

		3-5 years
	79
	85

	Net childcare costs3 as a % of average earnings (2015)
	24
	26

	Participation rates in center-based out-of-school-hours care services, (6-11 years)
	14
	14


Sources: International Network on Leave Policies & Research, 2019; OECD Family Policy Database, 2019; Salmi et al., 2018; Wilkins, 2017. 
1. Child-related cash transfers to families with children, which includes for example child allowances and public income support payments during periods of parental leave.2. Public spending on services for families with children, which includes the direct financing or subsidization of childcare and early childhood education facilities and public childcare support.3. Data reflect the costs of full-time care in a typical childcare center for a two-earner two-child couple family, where both parents are in full-time employment and the children are aged two and three, as a percentage of average earnings.


Table 3. Women’s employment in Finland and Australia, 
	 
	Finland (2016) %
	Australia (2016) %

	Maternal employment rate 1
	73.6
	68.4

	    Employed full time
	63.6
	31.5

	    Employed part time
	7.2
	36.9

	Employment by partnership status 2
	 
	 

	    Partnered mother
	74.0
	70.9

	    Single mother
	65.3
	56.2

	Gender wage gap  
	17.3
	14.3

	Mean weekly hours worked in main job 3
	 
	 

	Male 
	39.2
	40.5 

	Female 
	35.1
	30.8

	Women’s share in part time work % (2013) 
	62.2
	70.3 


1. Employment rates (%) for women (15-64 year olds) with at least one child aged 0-14, by part-time/full-time status (OECD 2019; ABS 2019). 
2. Employment rates (%) for women (15-64 year olds) with at least one child aged 0-14, by partnership status (OECD 2019; ABS 2019). 
3. Average usual weekly hours worked on the main job. OECD Employment database 2019. 



Table 4. Expected vignette outcomes
 
	
	Child support expectations in different family scenarios 

	Vignette
	Liberal model-Australia 
	Nordic model – Finland 

	1. Mother Primary Carer (80/20 split)
	More child support paid than in Finland
	Less child support paid than in Australia 

	2. Shared Care – (50/50 split)
Median income 
	Transfer made to mother, more paid than in Finland 
	No child support obligation  

	3. Shared care mother low income
	Transfer made to mother, more paid than in Finland
	Father with higher income pays child support

	4. Shared care father low income 
	Transfer from higher income mother to the father
	No child support paid as father has no ability to pay

	5. Shared care both parents low income
	Transfer made to mother, more paid than in Finland
	No child support obligation as father has no ability to pay





Table 5. Calculating liabilities using Australia’s child support formula
	Step
	Calculation

	Individual income
	Calculate each parent’s adjusted taxable income minus a self-support amount and any relevant dependant allowance. 

	Combined income

	Add both parents' incomes together to produce a ‘combined child support income’.

	Each parent’s share
	Determine each parent’s proportion of their combined income

	Care percentage 
	Determine each parent's percentage of overnight care of child(ren).

	Individual cost 
	We work out each parent's cost of care using departmental cost tables.

	Individual cost each parent’s child support percentage
	Divide the cost percentage by the income percentage. Negative percentages means that child support is to be received. Positive percentages mean that child support is to be paid.

	Costs of children
	Calculate the costs for each child given parents' combined total income using a ‘costs of children’ table.

	Child support amount
	The amount of child support payable is determined by multiplying the positive child support percentage by the costs of the child.


Source: DHS, 2019b. 




Figure 1. The amount child support mother is expected to receive by father or by state, per child/month in ppp$, in 2017 in different family scenarios. 




Australia	80/20 split	Shared care median income	 Shared care mother low income	Shared care father low income	Shared care both parents low income	153	56	106	-50	0	Finland	80/20 split	Shared care median income	 Shared care mother low income	Shared care father low income	Shared care both parents low income	191	133	209	-155	-155	
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