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Marika Jalovaara and Anette Fasang

Nordic countries are well known for introducing a range of policies to support work – family
balance and to increase social and gender equality. But to what extent do they achieve the aim
of minimizing the family and gender gaps in earnings?  We set out to answer the question in a
new study based on data on almost 13,000 people in Finland and find a rather disappointing
answer.

A range of studies have already shown us how partnerships, marriage and parenthood can be
related to our earnings. In the US, for example, men who are married with children enjoy a
substantial earnings advantage known as the fatherhood premium, while divorced fathers and
stepfathers have no earnings advantage compared to childless men.

A forthcoming study of women born between 1943 and 1963 in 22 European countries finds that
married women with children have the lowest earnings in later life.

So how do the more generous and egalitarian policies in Nordic countries affect what people
earn? Do they help compensate for any loss of earnings associated with becoming a wife and a
mother?  And if there are economic consequences to becoming a parent – in terms of earnings –
how long do they last?

We already know that women in Finland, compared with those from other countries, are more
likely to work after they have children. However, they do tend to take longer family leave than
men, supported by a generous system of home-care allowances and job-protected rights to
parental leave.

While earlier studies have tended to focus on the earnings of either men or women, we wanted
to compare the earnings of men and women with different types of family lives over time. Our
thinking was that, although in a country like Finland having children may not negatively affect
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women’s earnings so much compared with women who don’t have children, there could still be
big gender gaps within family situations. This in turn might then counter the egalitarian goals of
the Nordic welfare model, if men with specific family lives have much higher earnings compared
to women with the same family lives.

Rich data
We analysed rich data on 6,621 men and 6,330 women born in 1969 and 1970 compiled by
Statistics Finland. This represented an 11 per cent random sample of the population and linked
the population register with data on employment, educational qualifications, demographic
events, and income from taxation registers. Family histories from ages 18 to 39 were created
using a technique called sequence analysis originally designed to group strands of DNA.

We found seven different family life course types:

Late marriage, 2+ children (16%)
Marriage, <2 children (11%)
Early marriage, 2+ children (19%)
Childless serial cohabitors (10%)
Cohabiting parents (12%)
Unpartnered parents (9%)
(Almost) never-partnered childless (23%)

When it came to earnings, we looked at these for both men and women at around age 40 (Fig
1.) as well as their accumulated earnings from 18–39. Accumulated earnings sum up all earnings
a person had between age 18 and 39. They are a better indicator of overall economic standing,
because they show to what extent individuals could consume, save and invest during early
adulthood.

Stable marriage and parenthood
As we expected, the first three family life course types involving stable marriage and parenthood
were associated with higher mid-life earnings. Interestingly, the differences were much larger for
men than for women, that is, men profit much from following being married and having children
in terms of earnings.

Figure 1. Average earnings at ages 37–39 for men and women with different family life courses*

Women, too, benefited from marriage and parenthood, but not to the same extent as men. Their
earnings were higher if they had children and a long marriage compared to unmarried mothers

https://policy.bristoluniversitypress.co.uk/oakley-titmuss-reissue
https://discoversociety.org/2019/08/07/all-food-is-plant-based-particularly-meat-and-dairy/
https://discoversociety.org/2020/01/08/the-counter-extremism-shift-in-esol-policy-and-the-double-securitisation-of-muslims/
https://discoversociety.org/2016/03/01/womens-studies-gender-studies-and-feminism/
https://discoversociety.org/2019/08/23/please-can-we-stop-talking-about-mixed-race-identity-on-its-own/
https://discoversociety.org/2020/01/08/on-data-rentiership-in-big-tech-why-the-silicon-valley-might-not-be-the-innovation-model-were-looking-for/
https://discoversociety.org/category/quickfire/
https://discoversociety.org/2019/10/24/making-sociology-matter-beyond-the-academic-journal/
https://discoversociety.org/2019/09/03/rapid-response-how-the-uk-parliament-broke-democracy-and-then-blamed-the-people/
https://discoversociety.org/2019/08/23/please-can-we-stop-talking-about-mixed-race-identity-on-its-own/
http://discoversociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Picture-1.png


15.1.2020 0.31Do egalitarian Nordic family policies equalize earnings among men and women with different family lives? | Discover Society

Sivu 3 / 4https://discoversociety.org/2020/01/08/nordicfamilies/

Text of the speech given by Willis Ho
at the Hong Kong Watch meeting in
the UK House of Commons on July
11th 2019

From Buttigieg to Macron, why is
national service trending?

SUBSCRIBE TO OUR RSS FEED

FOLLOW US ON TWITTER

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK

and childless women, but overall earnings differences between women were much smaller
regardless of their family lives.

Why is this? Previous literature suggests that family instability is associated with lower earnings.
But in our study the issue is not purely one of family stability – men who have never had a
partner (or just very briefly cohabited) and remained childless, who might be thought to have
had very stable lives in family terms – had lower mid-life earnings. This group (more than one in
five of men in our study) is one we believe should be considered a social risk group by policy
makers and researchers, because they have the lowest earnings among men and may not have a
family network to fall back on.

The difference seems to be that the Finnish welfare state has facilitated and rewarded the
combination of marriage, motherhood, and gainful employment more generously than most
countries through its system of benefits and parental leave rights. However this appears to have
done little to address the earnings disparity between married fathers and married mothers –
another area we believe should become a focus for those interested in tackling inequality and
creating fairer and more equal societies.

The Finnish system certainly supports family life and work, which might lead to mothers taking
longer family leave, which in turn could lead to lower accumulated earnings. But it doesn’t really
explain the large difference in earnings between men and women at near age 40, when
employment rates are the same and when both women and men tend to work full-time. Neither
does education play a major role here, because, on average, women in Finland are in fact higher
educated than men.

What this tells us is that when we look at these issues we have to compare women’s situations
with men’s, rather than simply comparing mothers with childless women, which has tended to be
the focus to date.

We also need to better understand what is going on when it comes to the accumulated
disadvantage faced by the lowest-earning group of men – those (almost) never-partnered and
childless, especially because fertility has been falling with a remarkable level of lifetime
childlessness in Finland. However, we should note that childless never partnered men earn on
average as much as the women in the highest-earning family group, which underlines the
remarkable gender earnings gap irrespective of family lives even in this Nordic egalitarian
welfare state.

The main story

In the Nordic welfare states, the main story is not inequality between mothers and childless
women but between married mothers and married fathers. In addition there are new social risk
groups which have previously escaped notice and which need to come to the forefront of all
those interested in tackling inequality.

Looking at how inequality develops within and across different family lives is key in terms of how
we need to approach these problems going forward.

We set out to see if the Nordic egalitarian model really lives up to its promises.  The answer is
‘not really’! There are some clues here about how policymakers with egalitarian goals might
make the answer ’yes’.

* Note: The figure shows estimates from a regression model without additional covariates. The
mean earnings differences remain similar when factoring out a number of covariates including
education, childhood place of residence, and parental characteristics. The black lines indicate
95% confidence intervals.
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Family Life Courses, Gender and Mid-Life Earnings is published in European Sociological
Review and was produced as part of the NORFACE-funded Equal Lives Project which is taking a
lifecourse approach to investigating the impact of inequality on young adults in 5 countries.

 

You can listen to Marika and Anette discussing the research on the Equal Lives Series of the
DIAL Podcast.
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