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ABSTRACT  
This study examines the heterogeneous labour market effects of 
family leave policies for single and partnered mothers. Longer 
family leave has been shown to weaken women’s labour market 
positions and some studies have found heterogeneous effects 
across population groups. However, whether the effect differs by 
partnership status remains unexplored. Using Finnish register 
data from 1989 to 2014 (ca. 2.5 million person-years) and 
controlling for selection into single motherhood by comparing 
estimates from OLS and FE models, this study compares single 
and partnered mothers’ unemployment and earnings consequent 
to extended family leaves. In line with predictions that single 
mothers may face greater work-family reconciliation issues or 
cumulative disadvantage leading to greater labour market 
penalties, the results showed that longer leave increases the 
length of unemployment for single mothers more than for 
partnered ones. This is not solely because of selection into single 
motherhood. Earnings penalties after family leave (net of 
employment status) are the same for single and partnered 
mothers. We conclude that similar long- lengths of family leave 
are penalised more among single mothers in terms of 
employment, which increases and reproduces social inequalities. 
This means that existing inequalities are reinforced by labour 
market absences supported by leave policies.
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Introduction

A large body of literature shows that motherhood is associated with disadvantages in the 
labour market; mothers suffer penalties in terms of employment, wages, and earnings 
(Gangl & Ziefle, 2009; Harkness, 2016). One reason for the disadvantage is women’s 
long labour market absences due to childbirth and subsequent childcare leave (Akgunduz 
& Plantenga, 2013; Stier et al., 2001). Although parental leave policies have been associ
ated with higher employment continuity and lower poverty rates among mothers 
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(Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2015; Stier et al., 2001), a well-documented fact is that the 
consequences of paid family leave depend on the length of the leave, with extended 
leave leading to labour market disadvantages for mothers (Evertsson & Duvander, 
2011; Pettit & Hook, 2005; Stier et al., 2001). In the Finnish context, the family leave avail
able to mothers includes maternity and parental leave as well as subsequent cash-for-care 
benefits – adding up to a possible 36 months of leave. We define long leaves in relative 
terms to the Finnish convention. While having more children means longer leaves, a 
mother of 3 children could be on leave for 3 or 9 years. In Finland almost all mothers 
are on leave during the first year, hence for a mother of one child 1 year would be inter
preted as standard and 3 years as longer leave. Research has suggested heterogeneous 
effects of longer family leave by education (Drange & Rege, 2013; Naz, 2004), region (Giu
liani & Duvander, 2017), and migration status (Hardoy & Schøne, 2010). In this paper, we 
examine whether the labour market impact of long family leave also differs based on 
mothers’ partnership status.

Single mothers are more likely to face disadvantages such as poverty, fragmented 
employment histories, and employment instability (Destro & Brady, 2011). Reducing nega
tive labour market consequences for mothers, and especially single mothers, would have 
several benefits for them, their children, and wider society. However, if similar lengths of 
family leave penalise less privileged groups, such as single mothers, more then this has 
the potential to increase and reproduce social inequalities. We argue, therefore, that it 
is pertinent to know whether heterogeneous effects of longer family leaves by 
mothers’ partnership status exist.

We propose competing hypotheses regarding how and why leave consequences may 
differ for single and partnered mothers. According to human capital theory (Becker, 1985), 
extended absences from the labour market due to childcare lead to depreciation of 
human capital, which negatively affects future employment outcomes. While this frame
work suggests similar impacts for both single and partnered mothers, research questions 
the assumption of equal skill deterioration. Drawing on signalling theory, scholars argue 
that the nature of employment interruptions – whether perceived as voluntary or involun
tary – can influence employers’ evaluations, resulting in divergent labour market conse
quences (Albrecht et al., 1999; Evertsson et al., 2016). While family leave is perceived as 
a voluntary employment interruption, other theories, such as cumulative disadvantage 
and work commitment perspectives also predict heterogeneous group effects within 
voluntary employment interruptions. For single mothers, who often have weaker 
labour market attachment and fewer resources, extended time out of the workforce 
may lead to the accumulation of disadvantages. Single mothers’ greater challenges in bal
ancing work and family may also further exacerbate the negative labour market effects of 
long leave. Partnered mothers, on the other hand, have more opportunities to reduce 
work commitment than single mothers, who are the sole breadwinner in their families, 
which may result in fewer labour market opportunities for partnered mothers. Finally, 
observed differences in single and partnered mothers’ characteristics, such as variations 
in education, employment history, or socioeconomic status, may reflect underlying selec
tion effects rather than causal impacts of leave duration.

To assess whether single or partnered mothers are more disadvantaged by longer 
family leave, we compare their unemployment and earnings consequences using high- 
quality Finnish register data for 1989–2014 and individual fixed-effects (FE) regression 
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models. Both measures capture different aspects of the labour market positions of 
mothers. Mothers in Finland do not have to leave the labour market upon childbirth 
but enjoy job-protected family leave, analysing re-entry following a family leave is there
fore of less importance. Instead, unemployment assesses success in the labour market and 
examines the potential difficulties involved in obtaining and remaining in paid employ
ment. Earnings, based on taxable wage, salary earnings and entrepreneurial income, on 
the other hand, encompass wage penalties conditional on being gainfully employed.

This study contributes to the literature on the consequences of labour market absence 
by comparing differential effects for single and partnered mothers. Research on the 
motherhood penalty has yielded mixed results by marital status (Budig & England, 
2001; Gangl & Ziefle, 2009; Killewald & Gough, 2013), but does not compare between 
single and partnered mothers. This study contributes to the nexus of differential effects 
for partnered and single mothers, as it identifies labour market consequences for 
similar time out of the labour market. Although the results from one country cannot be 
directly generalised to other countries, they are relevant in a broader context. The 
results contribute towards the discussion of social and gender equality by providing 
knowledge on how extended labour market absences because of family leave can have 
heterogeneous consequences. There is also a surprising gap in the literature in terms 
of policy effects, as a lot of policy supports for maternal employment were introduced 
to reduce the risk of child poverty and welfare reliance among the growing share of 
single mothers (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011; Kamerman et al., 2003). If similar lengths 
of family leave penalises single mothers more, then this has the potential to increase 
and reproduce social inequalities. This may be reflected in the accumulation of disadvan
tages across both life course and generations and means that existing inequalities are 
reinforced by labour market absences supported by leave policies.

Mothers’ partnership status, work, and the heterogeneity of family leave 
effects

Single and partnered mothers’ employment are largely affected by the same factors, such as 
educational attainment, age, and the number and ages of children in the household (Destro 
& Brady, 2011; Härkönen et al., 2016). Older and more highly educated partnered and single 
mothers and mothers with older and fewer children show higher employment rates and 
earnings capacities (Destro & Brady, 2011). Nevertheless, single and partnered mothers’ cir
cumstances differ. On the one hand, single mothers are sole breadwinners with greater 
incentives to be employed (Gonzalez, 2004). Yet as sole carers, they face greater challenges 
in balancing work and family. This implies that single mothers are more dependent on 
access to affordable (public) childcare (Destro & Brady, 2011; Misra et al., 2012), and, as 
they face greater work-family reconciliation issues, they may have to compromise on 
their career ambitions more than partnered mothers do (Harkness, 2016). Despite many 
nonresident fathers contributing to childcare, single mothers may encounter more limits 
in terms of working hours, distance to the workplace, job-related travel or shift work, 
which leads to negative labour market outcomes. Hence, they may need to accept precar
ious, low-paid and/or low-quality work or may have to turn down job opportunities (Nieu
wenhuis & Maldonado, 2018). Overall, single mothers may be in greater need of 
employment, but also have poorer employment opportunities (Muller et al., 2020).
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Labour market absences after childbirth are facilitated by family leave policies. Mothers 
generally have higher employment continuity in countries that provide support for 
employed mothers such as job-protected parental leave (Stier et al., 2001), but the posi
tive impact of these leaves is contingent on its duration. Whereas short- to moderate- 
length leave predicts positive employment outcomes for mothers, extended labour 
market absences have opposite effects. The definition of a long leave varies by context 
and research design, but extended leave has been shown to have negative effects in 
terms of employment of mothers with young children (Pettit & Hook, 2005), employment 
entry (Rønsen & Sundström, 2002), the chance of upward occupational mobility (Ever
tsson & Duvander, 2011), and post-leave wages (Evertsson, 2016; Ruhm, 1998).

Effects of a long absence from the labour market because of childcare leave on 
employment also vary across groups of women, with women living in rural areas (Giuliani 
& Duvander, 2017) and immigrant women (Hardoy & Schøne, 2010) being disproportio
nately affected. Norwegian studies have found that highly educated women encounter 
stronger negative short-term effects on their working hours and labour supply (Naz, 
2004; Rønsen, 2009), but only women with low education and low earnings suffer post- 
leave earning consequences until their children turn six or seven (Drange & Rege, 
2013). Parental leave consequences are therefore not equal across all social groups (Hege
wisch & Gornick, 2011). Instead, the negative employment and earnings consequences 
seem greater for more disadvantaged groups.

Why would leave consequences for partnered and single mothers differ?

It is possible that differences between single and partnered mothers’ characteristics 
explain differences in unemployment and earnings after long family leaves, and that 
the causality of effects is at least partly questioned. Being a single mother is not 
random, instead it is associated with a number of sociodemographic factors. Single 
mothers are, for example, more likely to be lower educated (Härkönen et al., 2016) and 
to be younger at first birth (McLanahan, 2004). These differences between single and part
nered mothers can explain labour market disadvantages rather than single parenthood 
per se (Destro & Brady, 2011; Harkness, 2016). This can be, on the one hand, the result 
of direct selection (i.e. reverse causality), where unemployment or financial difficulties 
increase the risk of being a single mother by increasing the risk of separation, for instance 
(e.g. Jalovaara, 2013). Indirect selection, on the other hand, refers to characteristics such as 
education or initial labour market position that influence the likelihood of becoming and 
remaining a single mother as well as labour market outcomes and thus explain the associ
ation among these factors, independent of the leave length. For example, mothers with 
an initially weaker labour market position may be more likely to be single mothers and 
face poorer labour market outcomes in terms of earnings and unemployment. Conse
quently, single and partnered mothers’ labour market consequences (unemployment and 
earnings) of similar leave length may differ because of selection into single motherhood 
(Hypothesis 1).

Long family leave can harm women’s labour market positions through lost human 
capital of experience or further training, signalling of lower productivity and commitment, 
or a loss of actual work commitment. Accounting for any differences between single and 
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partnered mothers’ socioeconomic profiles (net of selection), should we still expect to find 
differential effects of long leave?

Human capital theory is used widely in debates on why extended childcare leave can 
have negative consequences on a mother’s employment and earnings (Evertsson & 
Duvander, 2011). The long disruption of employment for any reason results in atrophy 
and reduced social and human capital (Gangl & Ziefle, 2009; Stier et al., 2001). This 
means that the longer women stay out of the labour market in favour of engaging in 
full-time childcare, the stronger the depreciation of their human capital. While it has 
been argued that the job security accompanying parental leave should prevent firm- 
specific human capital loss and lead to better career chances (Akgunduz & Plantenga, 
2013; Ruhm, 1998), most findings suggest negative consequences of taking up parental 
leave for careers and earnings (Evertsson, 2016; Stier et al., 2001). Skill deterioration 
should thus increase with longer leave length, but should not vary by partnership 
status net of selection. According to the human capital theory, single and partnered 
mothers who take similarly long family leave should face the same negative consequences 
on the labour market in terms of earnings and unemployment risk (Hypothesis 2).

The assumption of equal skill deterioration has been questioned in a number of 
studies. US mothers’ wage penalties for family-related work interruptions are greater 
than what would have been attributed to depreciated human capital (Mincer & Polachek, 
1974). Occupational mobility (Weisshaar, 2018) and wage penalties (Albrecht et al., 1999) 
vary with the reason for leave as different leaves signal information about a job applicant’s 
commitment to work. Empirical research, hence, challenges the universality assumption 
of the human capital theory.

Work commitment and productivity perspectives, in contrast, allow for heterogeneous 
group effects in labour market consequences. Research suggests that a partner’s (econ
omic) support enables mothers to reduce their work effort, spend more time at home, 
choose more mother-friendly jobs or make career sacrifices (Budig & England, 2001; 
Budig & Hodges, 2010). This is consistent with the idea that longer leave decreases 
work commitment on the part of mothers and thus reduces work productivity (Gangl & 
Ziefle, 2015). Whereas partnered mothers find themselves in a position in which they 
are able to reduce their work commitment – if they wish, single mothers do not have 
the same opportunity as they are sole breadwinners. Extensive family leave has also 
been argued to reinforce traditional gender roles, which in return weakens mother’s 
labour market positions (Gangl & Ziefle, 2009). Yet, long family leaves can only promote 
a gendered division of labour if there is a partner in the home. A work commitment perspec
tive would, therefore, predict more negative labour market (especially earnings) consequences 
for partnered than for single mothers following a long labour market absence (Hypothesis 3). 
If partnered mothers are more likely to refuse promotions, decline extra work or hours due 
to prioritisation of family, it would be predominantly their earnings that suffer. Partnered 
mothers’ unemployment days may also increase, however, as they have a second income 
in the household to fall back on, which may take away the urgency to find a new job. We 
are unable to account for work commitment in our data and therefore have to assume that 
any residual effects not explained by the available control variables points to a lack of work 
commitment or productivity, as others before us have done (Budig & England, 2001).

In contrast, women just like men enjoy marriage or partnership premiums. Marriage 
and cohabitation allow women to better optimise earnings; in turn research questions 
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whether the motherhood penalty does differ by marital status (Killewald & Gough, 2013). 
Becker’s (1991) economic theory suggests that mothers may be less productive at work 
than non-mothers due to the additional household and childcare duties that take away 
from a finite amount of energy. Given that partnered mothers have someone to share 
these duties with, Becker’s theory would mean that single mothers are even less pro
ductive. No research is available however that supports the claim that single mothers 
are less productive.

Single mothers’ labour market supply is more elastic, which means it is more respon
sive to wage changes (Bargain et al., 2014). An economic perspective suggests that higher 
wages lead to higher labour supply, yet single mothers are assumed to have higher reser
vation wages (Ross & Saunders, 1993). In other words, mothers are assumed to work only 
if the offered wages exceed their reservation wages, and their reservation wages can be 
affected, for example, by previous wages or benefits (Feldstein & Poterba, 1984). Thus, it 
has been suggested that generous social policies, especially those targeted at single 
parents, might create disincentives for single mothers to work for pay; however, the evi
dence is mixed as well (Destro & Brady, 2011).

Instead, long family leaves have been shown to increase the risk of poverty, particularly 
for single mothers (Misra et al., 2007). The long leave may undermine their labour force 
position and further exacerbate the weakened labour market positions of single 
mothers. Longer leave may, thus, add a layer to the structural and economic disadvan
tages that single mothers face, thus contributing to cumulative disadvantage. Cumulative 
advantage is a process where initial advantage becomes a resource that produces further 
gains, whereas cumulative disadvantage means that initial disadvantage produces further 
losses (DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Rigney, 2010). Given the poorer labour market position and 
work-family reconciliation issues of single mothers, the negative consequences of long 
family leave are assumed to hit single mothers harder. This and the above argument 
on reservation wages implies that single mother’s unemployment is especially affected 
by long family leave. A cumulative disadvantage or productivity perspective would, there
fore, predict more negative labour market (especially unemployment) consequences for 
single than for partnered mothers following a long labour market absence (Hypothesis 4).

The Finnish case

Analysing heterogeneous effects of long labour market absence because of childcare 
requires a context in which family leave and relatively long family leave are offered and 
where nationally-representative panel data are available, which allow us to follow sub- 
groups of women over time. Finland fulfils these criteria. The Finnish system offers mater
nity, paternity, and parental leave as well as cash-for-care (CFC) up to a child’s third birth
day, and the security of a parent being able to return to their jobs after family leave. 
During the study period earnings-related maternity and parental leave could be taken 
for approximately 11 months (approx. 4.5 and 6.3 months, respectively) (Salmi et al., 
2018). The earnings replacement rate was about 70%, decreasing with higher earnings. 
In 2007, the replacement rate was increased to 90% for the first 56 days of maternity 
leave. Very low or no earnings are replaced with a minimum flat rate. Virtually all 
mothers used maternity leave. The subsequent parental leave could be divided 
between the parents, but almost all mothers took their full entitlement and only 2–3% 
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of fathers took parts of the gender neutral leave (Salmi et al., 2018). During the research 
period, a single mother could not use the paternity leave or father’s quota1 herself, hence 
a single mother was not entitled to longer leaves (Salmi et al., 2018).

After maternity and parental leave, the cash-for-care (CFC) benefit can be taken for chil
dren aged 9–35 months in lieu of a public childcare place up until a child’s third birthday. 
The CFC benefit comprises a basic payment, a means-tested supplement, possible sibling 
supplements, and municipality top-ups (Salmi et al., 2018; Sipilä & Korpinen, 1998). In 
January 2019, CFC averaged €412 per recipient per month (Kela, 2019). Almost all families 
use this benefit for at least some amount of time, with the mother most likely to care for 
the child full-time (Salmi et al., 2018). Families rarely use CFC to pay a private caregiver or a 
private daycare provider, as that can be subsidised by another, more generous, allowance 
(Kosonen, 2014). Unlike maternity and parental leave, CFC use displays a strong edu
cational gradient, with low-educated mothers being by far the most likely to use the 
allowance for longer periods of time (Lammi-Taskula, 2017). Despite broad support for 
maternal employment, the CFC is a widely used benefit that contradicts the Nordic 
model by discouraging maternal employment.

The proportion of single-parent families among all families with children has grown in 
many Western societies, including Finland (Härkönen et al., 2016). In 2016, almost 20% of 
all families with children were single-mother families (Statistics Finland, 2018). Arrange
ments for shared physical custody are rather rare (THL, 2019), and although Finland has 
a guaranteed child maintenance payment scheme, the payments are quite low and 
only cover a child’s basic needs (Hakovirta & Jokela, 2019). Most single-mother families 
today are the result of separation or divorce, which is more likely among lower educated 
individuals (Jalovaara, 2013). Childbearing outside of coresidential partnerships is far 
more common among women with low levels of education (Jalovaara & Fasang, 2015). 
As a result, single mothers are, on average, lower educated than partnered ones, and 
this difference has increased significantly over the past few decades in Finland (Härkönen 
et al., 2016), as they have in most Western societies.

Finland is not representative of all Western countries for the same reasons that make it 
a good test of the impact of extended leave. Policy support is reflected in the high Finnish 
female employment rate of 71% (OECD, 2019a) and notably low proportions of women 
engaging in part-time work (OECD, 2019b). Many state policies, including strongly subsi
dised childcare and family leave have been targeted at promoting social and gender 
equality; overall, Finland is among the most gender-egalitarian nations in the world 
(World Economic Forum, 2018). Its overall level of income inequality is very low (OECD, 
2020). Therefore, any group differences found in this paper would likely be greater in 
less equal markets such as the United States or the United Kingdom.

Data and methods

Data

We used Finnish administrative total population data for the period from 1989 to 2014, to 
analyse labour market outcomes for mothers after taking family leave. In these data, 
various administrative registers are linked by Statistics Finland, and include full histories 
of co-residential partnerships regardless of marital status (for rules of inference of 

COMMUNITY, WORK & FAMILY 7



cohabitations, see Jalovaara & Kulu, 2018), histories of childbearing and completed edu
cational degrees, as well as yearly data on income and employment. We focused on 
Finnish-born women who had their first child between 1991 and 2005, which enabled 
a follow-up of at least 10 years. We excluded women who were younger than 18 years 
at first birth. The follow-up started two years before the first birth to capture pre-birth 
labour market positions. An earlier start was not chosen because the time of entry into 
the labour market varied greatly based on educational background. About 30% of the 
mothers in our sample were unemployed before the first birth, with the proportion of 
those who ever became a single parent being larger (35%) than those who did not 
(25%). Observations were censored for women who had emigrated, had a twin birth, or 
were aged 60 years or above and students and disability pensioners were excluded. 
We further exclude mothers who became single mothers for the first time after they 
had used family leave to avoid biased results for leave effects due to the timing of 
single motherhood. The analyses covered 146,745 mothers (over 2.5 million person- 
years at risk), of which about 15% had ever experienced spells of single motherhood.

Key measures

Two dependent variables were used to assess labour market outcomes for mothers: 
unemployment days and earnings. We focused on these two outcomes as we expect 
different effects by partnership status and they measure different dimensions of 
mothers’ labour market positions. Unemployment captures the demand and supply of 
work, as unemployed individuals were searching for jobs, but unsuccessfully, because 
of the lack of offers and/or suitable positions. Unemployed job seekers are not allowed 
to turn down a job offer without reason; otherwise they face cuts to their unemployment 
benefit (Kela, 2017). Thus, this measure signals an unstable, precarious, and potentially 
fractured employment history of the mother in a setting where being employed is the 
norm. Unemployment days are a yearly updated continuous variable. Data on unemploy
ment originate from the Ministry of Labour’s registers. According to the register, ‘unem
ployed’ persons are job seekers and are available for work (which are the prerequisites for 
receiving unemployment benefits). We calculated annual unemployment days through 
the start and end dates of unemployment spells in a given year, accumulating the days 
of multiple spells in a year.

Annual earnings are used to assess changes in labour-market income related to long 
leave. This variable is based on wage and salary earnings and entrepreneurial income 
that is liable to state taxation. Earnings are kept at absolute Euro amounts (deflated to 
2011 values) to enable a more straightforward interpretation of the results and to 
include zero earnings for those that are not in employment. We also estimated models 
using logged earnings (zero earnings measured as 1), but the conclusions remained sub
stantively the same. In the models we measure earnings net of employment status, hence 
we control for mothers being employed, unemployed or inactive. This means that earn
ings capture a different dimension of (dis)advantage compared to unemployment. While 
unemployment captures access to employment, earnings measure within-employment 
inequalities.

The key independent variables were partnership status and absence from the labour 
market measured through family leave length. First, partnership status was measured 
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as a dummy variable capturing whether a mother residing with child(ren) was in a core
sidential partnership2 in a given year. When identifying single mothers, we only consider 
those who first became single while on leave. This is because mothers who became single 
years after leave may not be affected by the same mechanisms as mothers who were 
single during leave. This measure captures mothers transitioning to single motherhood; 
but we also control for re-partnering as an additional dummy variable as well as for 
time spent as a single mother. This is necessary because single parenthood is not an 
absorbing state (Harkness, 2016), and single mothers re-partner at a high rate (Jalovaara 
& Andersson, 2018).

Second, the time a mother spent on family leave was captured as a time-varying 
measure of accumulated leave length, which was lagged by one year. Every mother 
has used maternity and parental leave in the first year following childbirth (Salmi et al., 
2018), and hence the minimum leave length any mother can have is one year. A 
mother was categorised as having been on childcare leave following parental leave if 
she was eligible with regard to the youngest child’s age (1–3 years) and received at 
least €4000 in CFC payments that year. The basic payment of CFC for a whole year 
would add up to about €4000. Given additional supplements, however, €4000 may 
mean a somewhat shorter leave than a full year as well. The leave length is therefore 
approximated and likely slightly overestimated (for further discussion, see Supporting 
Information B).

Control variables included time-varying measures of age and age squared, period, 
number of children, region of residence (urban, semi-urban, and rural), and a time- 
varying measure of the age of the youngest child (see Table 1). Education measured 
the highest degree attained by the end of the previous year and was categorised accord
ing to the ISCED levels as basic, upper secondary, and lower and higher tertiary. A 
mother’s main economic activity was included in the models on earnings, indicating 
whether a woman was employed, unemployed, or otherwise outside the labour force. 
Economic activity is an annual measure that captures the situation in the last week of 
the year. We included a binary variable measuring whether a mother had been on 
family leave in a given year. A linear measure of time spent as a single mother was also 
included in the models.

Analytical strategy

Our sample included mothers who had their first child between 1991 and 2005, but we 
follow them from 1989 to 2014. To estimate the labour market outcomes for single and 
partnered mothers across different family leave lengths, we estimated non-FE and FE 
OLS models for the two outcome variables: annual unemployment days and earnings. 
While OLS models compared individuals, in the FE models, individuals served as their 
own referents, so an individual’s outcomes before and after family leave were compared 
(Allison, 2009). This approach allowed us to control for time-constant unobserved individ
ual differences that can affect both the likelihood of becoming a single mother and 
employment outcomes that can bias OLS estimates. This is a common technique used to 
determine the effect of the independent variable on labour market outcomes net of selec
tion (Gangl, 2010). Hence, comparing OLS to FE models allows us to test Hypothesis 1. If 
stable unobserved heterogeneity explained single mothers’ disadvantages, any differences 
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between single and partnered mothers in the OLS models should disappear in the FE 
models. We note, however, that these models only account for indirect selection and 
not for direct selection. We use lagged variables to minimise the bias from direct selection.

Table 1. Distribution of the covariates by partnership status for mothers who had a child between 
1991 and 2005 and were followed from 1989 to 2014 in person-years.

Single Partnered
% or mean % or mean

Age (mean) 37.2 36.9
Age at 1st birth (mean) 28.3 29.3
Currently on leave (tv) No 66.7 69.4

Yes 33.3 30.6
Leave length in years (tv) Before birth 0.6 6.5

1 5.6 8.0
2 13.7 13.2
3 13.7 12.7
4 22.1 18.8
5 10.3 12.1
6 10.8 11.4
7 23.3 17.4

Accumulated Leave length in years 1 1.4 1.4
(total by the end of the follow-up) 2 8.3 6.8

3 9.2 8.9
4 20.2 19.7
5 9.9 13.7
6 12.5 15.7
7 10.3 10.6

8 and more 28.2 23.1
Mean (total length) 6.0 5.8

Period (tv) 1987–1990 0.0 0.4
1991–1993 1.6 3.5
1994–1996 4.8 6.7
1997–2000 12.3 13.8
2001–2004 19.0 20.2
2005–2009 30.4 28.0
2010–2014 31.8 27.5

Education (tv) Basic 17.6 6.5
Upper secondary 44.9 36.3

Lower tertiary 28.8 41.0
Higher tertiary 8.7 16.2

Economic activity (tv) Employed 79.9 86.3
Unemployed 8.0 4.3

Others outside labour force 12.2 9.4
Region (tv) Urban municipalities 68.3 64.0

Semi-urban municipalities 15.5 18.1
Rural municipalities 16.3 17.8

Number of children (tv) 1 child 42.5 37.2
2 children 37.9 46.2
3 children 14.6 13.5

4+ children 5.0 3.1
Mean number of children 2.2 2.2

Age of the youngest child (tv) 0 9.8 13.0
1–2 19.7 21.2

3 or older 69.9 59.3
no child yet 0.6 6.5

Annual unemployment days Mean 27.1 14.7
Annual earnings Mean 20,679 23,216
Total person-years 2,581,095 381,163 2,199,932
Total individualsa 146,745 24,835 121,910

Notes: tv = time-varying. All time-varying variables are lagged except for age, period, currently on leave, age of the 
youngest child and economic activity. 

aTotal individuals for single and partnered mothers is based on mothers who were ever single in the research period.
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The models estimated how single and partnered mothers’ predicted annual earnings 
and unemployment days were affected by family leave length by examining a two-way 
interaction between accumulated leave length and partnership status (both lagged by 
a year). Because the leave length varies with the number of children, we included a 
three-way interaction among partnership status, leave length, and number of children 
to show the robustness of our results. Including all interactions, we estimated the follow
ing FE model (Allison, 2009):

Yit = LitPitCit + gXit + ai + 1it 

where Y represents a labour market outcome (annual unemployment days or earnings) 
for mother i in year t, L represents the accumulated leave length for each year, P is the 
partnership status of a mother in each year, and C represents the number of children. 
A set of predictor variables that varied over time is represented by the vector X, α is 
the individual level fixed-effect, and ε is the error term. We compared FE and random- 
effects models using the Hausman test, which confirmed that these models were signifi
cantly different and that FE models should be applied (Allison, 2009). All models were run 
with robust standard errors to account for correlated terms of multiple observations of an 
individual in the panel. The full models including all controls and interaction effects are 
presented in margin plots, while the final model can be found in the Supporting Infor
mation A.

More negative consequences for partnered mothers, especially for annual earnings, 
would confirm Hypothesis 3. A steeper increase in unemployment days or a decrease in 
earnings for single mothers would confirm Hypothesis 4, while no difference between 
single and partnered mothers would support Hypothesis 2.

A number of additional analyses and validity checks were carried out to verify the 
robustness of our results and analytical strategy (see Supporting Information B: Tests of 
Robustness). First, we tested various models and sample specifications and control vari
ables to ensure that the results are not driven by other underlying factors. All results 
were robust; amongst others, models were run that controlled for work experience, 
other work characteristics and unemployment prior to first birth. Second, we discussed 
and tested limitations concerning our measure of leave length. Third, we test a time- 
varying measure for partnership status instead of separate dummy variables for being 
single and repartnering. Using a time-varying variable instead of two dummy variables 
yields similar results. Fourth, we discussed and showed how our main and alternative 
models account for selection into single motherhood. Fixed effects models including 
group-specific slopes (FEGS) were also applied to account for possible selection based 
on differential growth, but results did not change. Finally, we examined whether single 
and partnered mothers’ leave lengths differ and whether selection into different leave 
lengths affects our results. Again, we find no evidence of this being the case.

Results

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1, including the outcome and control vari
ables. Single mothers contributed approximately 16% of the person-years in the 
sample. Descriptively, single mothers did differ somewhat from partnered ones. Single 
mothers were, on average, one year younger at first birth, had a lower level of formal 
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education, and were less likely to be employed across the study period. In our sample – 
comprising partnered mothers and mothers who became single before or while using 
family leave – single and partnered mothers did not differ in their number of children 
or their family leave lengths overall. Single mothers had both lower average annual earn
ings by approximately €2500 and more annual unemployment days.

Consequences of family leave for single and partnered mothers

Unemployment
The interaction estimates for leave length and partnership status from the final OLS and 
FE regression models of the number of unemployment days are shown in Figure 1. The 
full models can be found in the online Supporting Information A (Table S1). The OLS 
models compared single and partnered mothers and served as a point of reference for 
the FE models, where each mother served as her own comparison over time.

The results of the interaction effect between leave length and partnership status from 
the OLS model that included all control variables are shown as predictive margins in the 
left graph in Figure 1. As all mothers were taken to be on leave in the first year, the zero 

Figure 1. Predicted annual unemployment days for single and partnered mothers by family leave length 
(non-FE and FE OLS regression, predictive margins, 95% CIs). Source: Finnish register data, own calcu
lations. Note: Full models in online supporting information A Table S1. Mothers who had a child 
between 1991 and 2005, were followed from 1989 to 2014, were partnered throughout or became 
firstly single mothers during leave take-up. Based on an interaction between family leave length and 
partnership status. Predictive margins controlling for age, age squared, period, education, region, 
number of children, age of the youngest child, currently on leave, repartnered, time spent as single 
parent.
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category refers to the years preceding their first birth. The leave length of mothers was 
positively associated with annual unemployment days. This association was somewhat 
stronger for single mothers than for partnered mothers. For partnered mothers who 
were on family leave for approximately three years, predicted unemployment length 
was almost 15 days a year on average, whereas this figure rose to about 25 days if the 
mother had been on leave for approximately seven or more years. For single mothers, 
on the other hand, the model predicted approximately 18 days of unemployment after 
approximately three years of family leave and over 40 days of annual unemployment 
after approximately seven or more years of leave. This indicates that single mothers 
may be confronted with a more fragmented employment trajectory and insecurity after 
similar durations of family leave as partnered mothers, as they faced repeated or long- 
term unemployment. Hence, it seems that single mothers fared more poorly on the 
labour market than partnered ones who had been on family leave for about the same 
amount of time.

Controlling for unobserved time-constant characteristics, the FE models present a 
somewhat more precise picture of the effect of leave on unemployment days (right 
panel, Figure 1). Given the economic disadvantages that single mothers face, the increase 
in unemployment days may reflect that time-constant unobserved characteristics are 
associated with being a single parent (Hypothesis 1). However, while accounting for unob
served heterogeneity and comparing a mother to herself, the relationship between leave 
length and annual unemployment days remains positive. The effect weakens slightly 
when mothers are single but not when they are partnered, causing the estimates for 
single and partnered mothers to converge. Nevertheless, intra-individual comparisons 
reveal that longer leaves are still more disadvantageous when mothers are single than 
when they are partnered. About four years of family leave lead, on average, to almost 
10 more unemployment days when mothers are single than when they are partnered, 
and the difference is over 15 days when mothers have been on leave for approximately 
7 or more years. Very short leave seems to have a greater protective effect when mothers 
are single, as they show fewer predicted unemployment days than when mothers are 
partnered. A potential explanation is that a shorter leave length for single mothers 
signals stronger work commitment to the employer than a short leave of partnered 
mothers. It may be more likely, however, that this is because of reverse causality where 
mothers who are single at birth or become single shortly after take shorter leaves and 
return to work sooner to provide for their family.

Overall, our results indicate that pre-leave labour market differences and time-constant 
differences between single and partnered mothers do not fully explain the differential 
effect of long family leave (rejection of Hypothesis 1). Instead, single mothers fare 
worse while taking long family leave, independent of selection, supporting Hypothesis 4.

Extending the analysis to a three-way interaction of family leave length, partnership 
status, and number of children shows whether the leave length effect differs by 
number of children for single and partnered mothers (Figure 2, regression coefficients 
in Table S2). Although the results above are net of the number of children, leave 
lengths are dependent on the number of children. The three-way interaction thus 
accounts for the leave length dependency and confirmed the results of Figure 1. The x- 
axis of Figure 2 changes with the number of children as every mother is assumed to 
take leave in the first year after a child’s birth, hence a mother of three children will 
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have at least three years of leave. For single and partnered mothers with one, two, or three 
children, Figure 2 shows a difference in the effect of family leave on predicted unemploy
ment days. Overall, comparatively long leave shows stronger penalties for single than for 
partnered mothers, independent of the number of children.

The FE results (right panel, Figure 2) confirm that for women with only one child, a 
leave length of approximately three years predicts increasing disadvantages for single 
mothers. For mothers with two children, the effects for single and partnered mothers 
start to diverge after approximately four years of family leave, whereas for mothers of 
three children, this divergence occurs after approximately six years of family leave. 
Only the longest leaves display differences when mothers have four or more children 
(which is relatively rare). That the protective effect of shorter leave for single mothers dis
appears for mothers of three and more children may speak for the explanation that 
mothers of fewer children that become single early decide to shorten their leave. Compar
ing the FE results with those of the OLS models verifies that unobservables explain a part 
of the association, but the differences remain. Thus, neither the selection into single 
motherhood nor their number of children fully explain the consistently higher predicted 

Figure 2. Predicted annual unemployment days for single and partnered mothers across family leave 
length by number of children (non-FE and FE OLS regression, predictive margins, 95% CIs). Source: 
Finnish register data, own calculations. Note: Full models in online supporting information A Table 
S2. Mothers who had a child between 1991 and 2005, were followed from 1989 to 2014, were part
nered throughout or became firstly single mothers during leave take-up. Based on a three-way inter
action among family leave length, partnership status, and the number of children. Predictive margins 
controlling for age, age squared, period, education, region, age of the youngest child, currently on 
leave, repartnered, time spent as single parent.
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unemployment days that single mothers face while having been on family leave for 
longer periods of time.

Results by educational status (see Figures L1 in Supporting Information B) reveal that 
single mothers across all educational groups show higher unemployment after longer 
leaves compared to partnered mothers. The result is particularly driven by basic and sec
ondary educated women, however, indicating that cumulative disadvantage may explain 
the disproportional effects on single mothers.

Earnings
How does accumulated leave length affect the earnings of single and partnered mothers? 
The interaction estimates for leave length and partnership status from the OLS and FE 
models of annual earnings are shown as predictive margins in Figure 3 (regression coeffi
cients in Table S3). For both the OLS and FE models, a negative linear association between 
leave length and annual earnings can be seen for single and partnered mothers with no 
differences when employment status is taken into account. Accounting for unobserved 
heterogeneity does not change this effect of leave length on annual earnings for both 
single and partnered mothers. Whereas the general interpretation, that there are no 

Figure 3. Predicted annual earnings for single and partnered mothers by family leave length (non-FE and 
FE OLS regression, predictive margins, 95% CIs). Source: Finnish register data, own calculations. Note: Full 
models in online supporting information A Table S3. Mothers who had a child between 1991 and 2005, 
were followed from 1989 to 2014, were partnered throughout or became firstly single mothers during 
leave take-up. Based on an interaction between family leave length and partnership status. Predictive 
margins controlling for age, age squared, period, education, main employment activity, region, 
number of children, age of the youngest child, currently on leave, repartnered, time spent as single 
parent.
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great differences between single and partnered mothers in terms of earnings conse
quences, remains, shorter lengths of leave seem to be somewhat more negative for part
nered than single mothers. These disappear, however, when contractual work hours, part- 
time work, sector and firm size are taken into account (see Figure B in Supporting Infor
mation B). This supports Hypothesis 3 stating that partnered mothers have better oppor
tunities to decrease work commitment if desired. Still, these results indicate a dramatic 
drop in annual earnings for both partnered and single mothers when long family leave 
has been taken.

A three-way interaction among family leave length, partnership status, and number of 
children for the OLS and FE models is displayed in Figure 4 (regression coefficients in 
Table S4). The results show no differences between single and partnered mothers’ 
annual earnings with increasing family leave length. This is independent of how many 
children the mothers had. Generally, mothers face notable earnings repercussions of rela
tively long leave, independent of the number of children and partnership status, support
ing Hypothesis 2 stating that human capital depreciation should equally affect single and 
partnered mothers.

Figure 4. Predicted annual earnings for single and partnered mothers across family leave length by 
the number of children (non-FE and FE OLS regression, predictive margins, 95% CIs). Source: Finnish 
register data, own calculations. Note: Full models in online supporting information A Table S4. 
Mothers who had a child between 1991 and 2005, were followed from 1989 to 2014, were partnered 
throughout or became firstly single mothers during leave take-up. Based on a three-way interaction 
among family leave length, partnership status, and number of children. Predictive margins controlling 
for age, age squared, period, education, main employment activity, region, age of the youngest child, 
currently on leave, repartnered, time spent as single parent.
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Results by educational status (see Figures L2 and L3 in Supporting Information B) show 
that the lower earnings for partnered mothers are particularly driven by higher educated 
mothers. However, controlling for part-time work, contractual hours, sector and firm size 
accounts for all differences, again suggesting that higher educated partnered mothers are 
able to reduce work hours.

Discussion and conclusions

Long paid family leave has been found to be detrimental to women’s labour market pos
itions because of either real or expected differences in productivity upon their return to 
paid work. Although increasing attention is paid to heterogeneous leave consequences in 
population subgroups, differential effects by partnership status remain unstudied. This 
study addressed this gap by comparing labour market outcomes after family leave 
when mothers are single or partnered. We argue that the labour market impact of long 
family leave may differ based on the mothers’ partnership status. We present competing 
hypotheses, on the one hand single mothers may face greater post-leave disadvantages 
than partnered ones (especially in terms of unemployment) due to lower productivity or 
cumulative disadvantage. On the other hand, partnered mothers may face greater penal
ties (especially in terms of earnings) than single mothers when employed, due to weaker 
work commitment.

Comparing pooled cross-sectional and panel models for annual unemployment and 
earnings consequences, our study showed that partnership status predicted significant 
post-birth differences in unemployment but not in earnings. The unemployment differ
ences begin to emerge with a leave of approximately three years, indicating that 
longer leaves may lead to more frequent or longer spells of unemployment for single 
mothers than for partnered ones. This is persistent across different numbers of children 
and indicates more fragmented, less stable employment trajectories for single mothers 
who take the same long leave as partnered ones.

The greater negative effects for single than for partnered mothers’ unemployment 
when taking longer leave may suggest the accumulation of disadvantage where longer 
leaves exacerbate the already weakened labour market attachment of single mothers. 
Economic theory would suggest that productivity is lower among single mothers due 
to the accumulation of employment, household and childcare duties. It is also possible 
that employers may perceive single mothers to be less productive, as they are the sole 
carers for their children in the household. Similarly, single mothers may have less flexibility 
in terms of working hours and distance, which reduces their ability to take or hold certain 
jobs. We have, however, no way of directly testing these hypotheses, yet this would be an 
interesting avenue for future research. Finally, our results suggest that stronger labour 
market disadvantages following longer leave for single mothers are not merely 
because of selection. Instead, selection and stable unobserved heterogeneity only 
partly explain the stronger disadvantages that single mothers face in terms of unemploy
ment. These differences, however, only hold for annual unemployment days and not for 
annual earnings net of employment status, where no differences were found.

Consistent with the human capital theory, both single and partnered mothers show 
steep earnings losses the longer they are out of the labour market, and almost no differ
ences between the groups are observed. Earnings and unemployment are two different 
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dimensions of the labour market. While unemployment measures the chances of not 
finding or loosing paid employemnt, earnings measure differences if they are employed. 
This finding implies that disadvantages for single mothers are found in the entry into 
employment, but once employed, single mothers do not differ greatly from partnered 
ones. This may be because earnings are affected by other factors than unemployment, 
especially job-related characteristics are important for earnings such as occupation, skill 
group and sector. Yet, earnings models show slightly lower earnings for partnered 
mothers than for single ones, for shorter leave. Robustness checks accounting for contrac
tual hours, part-time work, sector and firm size erase these differences, suggesting that 
partnered mothers have better opportunities to reduce work hours and thus work com
mitment than single mothers do.

One limitation of this study is that leave length was derived from annually paid benefits 
(see a fuller discussion on the data and measurement error in Supporting Information B). 
Consequently, the leave length was approximated and has to be interpreted in relative 
terms. Future research should aim to use more detailed data on leave length. We are 
also not able to account for reverse causality; for example, if mothers decide to return 
to work earlier because of either becoming a single parent or financial necessity. We 
found lower unemployment risks for single mothers while using shorter leave. While 
this may speak for such an effect, it also indicated the necessity to study single 
mothers’ heterogeneity.

Reducing negative labour market consequences for mothers, and especially single 
mothers, would have several benefits for them, their children, and wider society. Single 
mothers face poverty more often than do partnered mothers, and fragmented employ
ment increases the likelihood of at least short spells of poverty through employment 
instability (Destro & Brady, 2011). Poverty has negative consequences for health, well- 
being, and future earnings. In addition to single mothers’ well-being, their poverty and 
insecure employment situation tends to translate into negative outcomes for their chil
dren. An American study showed, for example, that children of mothers in bad jobs are 
more likely to repeat years in school, whereas mothers’ unemployment increases the like
lihood of their children dropping out of school (Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2005). The Nordic 
welfare states show high social mobility and as such the influences of parental back
ground on child outcomes can be weakened (Esping-Andersen & Wagner, 2012), yet pre
vious research has also revealed socioeconomic disparities in child outcomes in these 
countries (see Kallio et al., 2016). When CFC was implemented, it was portrayed to be 
in the child’s best interest (Hiilamo & Kangas, 2009), yet when mothers and, in particular, 
single mothers face labour market disadvantages following long leaves, this premise may 
be questioned.

The gains of policies aimed at increasing maternal employment are distorted if they 
hamper women’s career opportunities at the same time (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011; 
Pettit & Hook, 2009); but such outcomes may also reflect varying policy effects on 
different social strata (Mandel & Shalev, 2009). Heterogeneous policy effects may indicate 
that privileged groups benefit more from some policy measures than do less privileged 
groups. Such a process clearly has the potential to increase and reproduce social inequal
ities. It also highlights the conflicting nature of family leave policies. Parental leave is often 
implemented to support women in combining work and family, yet extended childcare 
leave seems to negate the positive effects of parental leave. Policies supporting maternal 

18 K. MOROSOW AND M. JALOVAARA



employment were also introduced to reduce the risk of child poverty and welfare reliance 
of single parents. Yet, very lengthy leave counteracts these aims when single mothers 
encounter greater labour market consequences while taking leave. When designing 
family policies, it would be important to help vulnerable groups combine work and 
family more successfully, and thereby tone down the reproduction of social inequalities 
across both life course and generations.

Notes

1. Fathers were entitled to three weeks’ paternity leave (to be taken around the birth of the 
child), and since 2003, an ear-marked parental leave quota (‘father’s quota’) that was gradu
ally extended and made more flexible.

2. In our data, a cohabiting couple is defined as a man and a woman registered as domiciled in 
the same dwelling for over 90 days, who are not close relatives (siblings or a parent and a 
child, for instance) or married to each other, and whose age difference is no more than 20 
years. The rule on age difference does not apply if the couple has shared children. For 
details on cohabitation, see Jalovaara and Kulu (2018).
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