Social Indicators Research (2021) 158:45-57
https://doi.org/10.1007/511205-021-02701-y

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

®

Check for
updates

How Family Policy Context Shapes Mental Wellbeing
of Mothers and Fathers

Mikael Nordenmark’

Accepted: 20 April 2021/ Published online: 5 May 2021
© The Author(s) 2021

Abstract

Most studies show that parents have a lower level of wellbeing than non-parents. An inter-
esting question is if this is true in different contexts, such for instance different family pol-
icy contexts. Although there are common family policy goals for all member states of the
European Union there are still major differences between states regarding the implementa-
tion and contents of various family policy measures. The aim of the article is to study the
importance of family policy context and gender for the negative influence of having chil-
dren on mental wellbeing. Data is derived from an extensive cross-country data set named
European Social Survey Program (ESS). Family policy context is measured through the
different family policies contexts that each state represents, resulting in a Nordic cluster
(representing an extensive family policy context) and two clusters, the conservative and
liberal, representing less extensive family policy contexts. Results in general show that the
level of mental wellbeing is lower among people with children living at home than among
people with no children at home. However, separate analyses of the family policy con-
texts indicate that this difference between those with and without children only exists in
the conservative and liberal family policy contexts. Further, separate analyses of women
and men in different family policy contexts show that the negative association between the
occurrence of children and mental wellbeing exist only among women in conservative and
liberal contexts. This indicates that the family policy context is of importance for mother’s
mental wellbeing but not for father’s.

Keywords Comparative study - Family policy - Gender - Parental wellbeing

1 Introduction

Most studies show that parents have a lower level of wellbeing than non-parents (Glass
et al., 2016; Hansen, 2012; Mikucka & Rizzi, 2020; Stanca, 2012, Umberson et al., 2010).
Since structural circumstances such as family policies can shape the experience of getting
children, this study deals with the wellbeing of parents vs. non-parents in different family
policy contexts. Although there are common family policy goals for all member states of
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the European Union there are still major differences between states regarding the imple-
mentation and contents of various family policy measures. In research related to organisa-
tion and characteristics of different types of social policy contexts and welfare states the
Nordic states are normally classified as representing an extensive and a comprehensive
family policy context (Backhans et al., 2011; Ellingsater & Leira, 2006; Esping-Andersen,
2009; Eydal & Rostgaard, 2011; Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis et al., 2008). Countries in con-
tinental Europe (often classified as conservative countries) and Anglo-Saxon countries
(often classified as liberal countries) are categorised by a relatively passive family policy,
which has resulted in a lower female employment rates and the preservation of traditional
gender roles (Esping-Andersen, 2009; Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis et al., 2008). This article
will study if one can find support for that an extensive family policy context (represented
by the Nordic regime) has a positive influence on parent’s mental wellbeing and if this is
most prominent among women. Analyses are based on an extensive cross-country data set
collected within the framework of European Social Survey (ESS).

2 Background

Having children is in general assumed to be a positive life event (Hansen, 2012). Most
adults also become parents although there has been a general decline in birth rates during
last few decades and the birth rates vary across European nations (OECD, 2020). Studies
of attitudes to parenthood among young adults across the world show that almost everyone
(90-95%) plan to have children when becoming adults. Further, a large majority of adult
people believe that becoming a parent is central for experiencing a meaningful and fulfill-
ing life and that childless people’s lives are emptier and lonelier than the lives of parents
(Hansen, 2012).

However, most cross sectional and longitudinal studies of relationships between parent-
hood and happiness, life satisfaction and wellbeing indicate that parents in general have
lower levels of happiness, life satisfaction and wellbeing than non-parents. Cross sectional
results from various national contexts show some negative effects, indicating that parents
are unhappier and less satisfied than people without children living at home (Glass et al.,
2016; Hansen, 2012; Stanca, 2012; Umberson et al., 2010). Longitudinal results indicate
that the level of life satisfaction drops quite dramatic after the birth of a child (Hansen,
2012; Mikucka & Rizzi, 2020; Umberson et al., 2010). There are some research studies
questioning the picture that the occurrence of children in general is something negative for
individual wellbeing. Some results indicate that parents are more satisfied than non-parents
(Baetschmann et al., 2016; Pollmann-Schult, 2014).

Studies also indicate that it is not only a questions of if children are good or bad for
wellbeing, some categories of parents can be more satisfied than other parents depend-
ing on the social context. Some results show that fathers are more satisfied than mothers,
cohabitants/married parents are more satisfied than single parents, high educated parents
are more satisfied than low educated parents and that the ages of the children also matters
(Hansen, 2012; Nomaguchi, 2011; Umberson et al., 2010). Other factors that have shown
to influence the level of wellbeing among parents are the level of experienced work-family
conflict, (Liu et al., 2011) and access to childcare provision (Schmitz, 2019); the lower
the work family conflict and the greater access to childcare provision, the higher parental
wellbeing. However, few studies have analysed the importance of family policy context for
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parental wellbeing. Next section will discuss family policies in the European Union and the
possible influence on parental wellbeing.

2.1 Family Policy and Parental Wellbeing

Even though the European Union has no common family policy the importance of this is
highlighted in a number of legislative areas and documents, such us equal opportunities,
labour law and working conditions, and social protection. A main political goal is to cre-
ate gender equality and one central aspect of gender equality is to stimulate women and
men to share work and family responsibilities (Borrell et al., 2014). The Council Directive,
2003/578/EC states that member states should translate their desire to promote equality of
opportunity into increased employment rates for women. It is emphasised that particular
attention should be given to reconciling work and family life. This should be brought about
to a large extent by providing good quality care services for children, encouraging the shar-
ing of family and professional responsibilities and facilitating return to work after a period
of leave. It is particularly important that member states, through an adequate provision of
care for children, remove disincentives to female labour force participation in order to sup-
port women’s entry, career and continued participation on the labour market. On a more
concrete level the Barcelona European Council agreed that by 2010 member states should
provide childcare for at least 90 percent of children between the age of three and school
age and for at least 33 percent of children under the age of three years (Council Directive,
2003/578/EC).

A main question is to what extent these ambiguous family policy goals have been real-
ised and implemented. A first modest achievement was the approval of the Council Direc-
tive on parental leave on 3 June 1996 (Council Directive 1996/34/EC). The agreement
stipulates that workers shall have the right to at least three months unpaid parental leave
for both natural and adopted children up to the age of 8 years. Both women and men should
be granted an individual right to parental leave. In order to promote equal opportunities
and equal treatment between men and women, and to encourage fathers to assume an equal
share of family responsibilities, the right to parental leave should be granted on a non-
transferable basis. There are, however, crucial differences in how far various states have
come in the process of creating social and family policy measures with an aim to facilitate
the combination of working and family obligations. Some countries have developed and
implemented policies that encourage men and women to have double responsibilities, both
as providers and carers, while other countries actively encourage more differentiated roles
for women and men (Daly, 2005; Lewis, 2009).

In research related to organisation and characteristics of different types of social pol-
icy contexts and welfare states (Duncan, 1996; Esping-Andersen, 1999; Korpi & Palme,
1998; Lewis, 1992; Walby, 1994) the Nordic states are normally classified as representing
an extensive and a comprehensive family policy context. Characteristics are encourage-
ment for individual independence, mainly through paid labour in combination with uni-
versal schemes. The ideal is to maximize individual independence and to minimize fam-
ily dependence. Family policy encourages female labour market participation, emphasises
gender equality and women’s independence from men and aims at enable the combination
of paid work and parenthood. As a result the female employment rate is almost as high
among women as among men (Backhans et al., 2011; Ellingsaeter & Leira, 2006; Esping-
Andersen, 2009; Eydal & Rostgaard, 2011; Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis et al. 2008).
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Conservative welfare states located in Central Europe are characterised by a relatively
passive social policy and the preservation of traditional family ties and norms. Family pol-
icy consists mainly of support from the state for the male breadwinner family—meaning
families consisting of a full time employed man and a woman who has the main responsi-
bility for housework and childcare. There are few policy measures that aim at the breaking
up the traditional division of labour and the strengthening of women’s independence from
men. As a result the rate of female labour market participation rate is relatively low. There-
fore, the Continental European states can be classified as representing a more traditional or
conservative welfare state type characterised by a relatively traditional division of labour
between women and men (Esping-Andersen, 2009; Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis et al., 2008;
Thévenon, 2011).

The United Kingdom and Ireland are examples of a liberal type of welfare regime where
market-led solutions are preferred to state intervention. Although there is a political goal
to create gender equality in a liberal welfare state, the state does little to facilitate this, and
the result could be labelled a male breadwinner model where women’s incomes are sec-
ondary to men’s. Social policy measures are limited to means-tested benefits and modest
social insurance plans, while private welfare schemes are stimulated. Both parental leave
and the public provision of day-care centres are limited, which means that the government,
to a relatively small extent, facilitates the combination of work and family obligations. This
makes it difficult to raise children and at the same time go out to work (Esping-Andersen,
2009; Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis et al., 2008; Strandh & Nordenmark, 2006).

In conclusion, states and different areas in Europe represent different family policy
contexts. Some states, like the Nordic, have invested in an extensive and ambitious family
policy with an aim to facilitate the combination of work and family responsibilities as well
as gender equality. On the other side one can find conservative and liberal welfare regime
types that have a relatively passive family policy, which has resulted in a lower female
employment rate and the preservation of traditional gender roles. In the liberal type of wel-
fare regime there is a political goal to create gender equality, but relatively little is done by
the government to realise this goal.

Few studies have analysed how different social and family policy contexts influence
parental wellbeing. However, there are studies that have looked at the relationship between
types of welfare state and to what degree working obligations conflict with family obliga-
tions. Research on the experience of, so-called, work-family conflicts in different social
policy contexts has shown varying results. Some have pointed out that people who live
in national states with extensive social and family policy measures aimed at facilitating
the reconciliation of work and family life experience more work-family conflicts than peo-
ple living in states with a less extensive social and family policy (Cousins & Tang, 2004;
Strandh & Nordenmark, 2006). However, some studies have argued for a reversed pattern
(Crompton & Lyonette, 2006; Edlund, 2007). All together, the results have indicated that it
may be hard to find systematic differences between types of social and family policy con-
texts and that the differences within clusters of contexts can be as prominent as the system-
atic differences between different social and family policy contexts.

A main question in this article is if it is possible to find systematic differences between
extensive and more passive family policy contexts regarding parental wellbeing. A study
of Glass et al. (2016) found that work-family reconciliation policies mediated the relation-
ship between parenthood and happiness, which makes it likely that also mental wellbe-
ing among parents is mediated by policy context. The most likely and logical relationship
between family policy context and parental mental wellbeing is, perhaps, that parents who
live in a policy context which strongly support mothers and fathers combination of work
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and family obligations should be more satisfied than parents living in a context where this
is not as prominent. If this is the case, the difference in mental wellbeing between par-
ents and non-parents should be smaller in a Nordic context. In the light of the fact that
women have the main responsibility for household work and childcare in all types of con-
texts (Lachance-Grzela & Bouchard, 2010; Nordenmark, 2004) it is also more likely that
mothers have lower levels of mental wellbeing than fathers, and that mothers in and exten-
sive family policy context would benefit more from the policy than mothers living in a less
extensive family policy context. In that case, the differences in mental wellbeing between
mothers and non-mothers should be smaller in a Nordic context than in a conservative or a
liberal context.

The aim of the article is to study the importance of family policy context and gender for
the negative influence of having children on mental wellbeing. The following hypotheses
will be tested:

1. Parents living in an extensive (generous) family policy context (represented by the Nor-
dic regime) will have a relatively higher level of mental wellbeing than parents in a less
extensive family policy context (represented by the liberal and conservative regimes).

2. Especially mothers in an extensive (generous) family policy context (represented by the
Nordic regime) will have a relatively higher level of mental wellbeing than mothers liv-
ing in a less extensive family policy context (represented by the liberal and conservative
regimes).

3 Methods

Data is derived from European Social Survey Program (ESS), 2004. The ESS is a com-
parative study that includes more than 30 European countries. It includes thematic sec-
tions that appear cyclically across the investigation occasions. The survey is in all countries
based on nationally representative random samples and conducted using face to face inter-
views. The 2004 investigation contains the in-depth theme ‘Family, work and well-being’
in 25 countries. The average response rate was 61.5 percent with no country having a lower
response rate than 43.6 percent (France). Since people of older ages are usually not directly
affected by the family policy this study will only include individuals under 66 years of age.

Family policy context is measured through the different family policies contexts that
each state represents and on the basis on the discussion in the introduction there is a dis-
tinction between a Nordic cluster representing an extensive or generous family policy con-
text and two clusters, the conservative and liberal, representing less extensive family policy
contexts. The ESS includes the Nordic countries Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and
Sweden, which together form a typical extensive family policy context. Countries in conti-
nental Europe, Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, France, Luxemburg and Nether-
lands, are together with the liberal countries United Kingdom and Ireland, categorised as
two groups representing relatively passive family policy contexts, at least in relation to the
Nordic cluster.

When conducting comparative studies, it is always a question of which and how many
countries and regions that should be included. On the one hand, it is a strength to cover
many countries, but on the other hand, this increases the risk of including countries rep-
resenting very different contexts. In general, countries located in southern and Eastern
Europe are characterized by lower living standards (Eurostat, 2014), and the meaning and
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role of religion is different (Pew Research Center, 2018), in relation to countries in north-
ern, western and central Europe. Although there are also some political, culture, economic,
and organizational differences between the included countries, the reason for including the
countries from northern, western and central Europe in the study is that they have more in
common with each other than they have with the countries in southern Europe and coun-
tries located in the former Eastern Europe. This means that other country differences than
family policy differences is somewhat more under control.

The dependent variable “Mental wellbeing” is measured by the WHO-Five Wellbeing
Index (Lowe et al. 2004). Main reasons for the choice of this measure are that this index is
widely used as a measure of mental wellbeing. Another strength with this measure is that
it consists of five questions, which makes the measure more stable and broader than if one
uses a single question as a measure. The index includes questions about whether during
the last two weeks, the respondent has felt cheerful and in good spirits, has felt calm and
relaxed, has felt active and vigorous, has woken up feeling fresh and rested and whether
their daily life has been filled with things that interest them. The response alternatives vary
in six steps from “at no time” to “all of the time”, and have been summed to form an addi-
tive index ranging from O to 25; a higher score indicates a higher level of mental wellbe-
ing. Respondents with missing values are excluded (N=98). As illustrated in Table 1 all
questions are strongly correlated to one another (Pearson’s between 0.336 and 0.568). Only
one correlation has a Pearson’s value under 0.4; the correlation between “has been calm
and relaxed” and “daily life has been filled with things that interest me”. A factor analysis
(principal component analysis, Varimax with Kaiser normalisation) showed a one-factor
structure and Cronbach’s alpha of the five-item scale was 0.81.

The main independent variable “Children” is measured by the question; are there any
children living at home or not? (1 =yes, 0=no). The last analysis also includes a vari-
able that combine the variables “Children” and “Family policy context”—*“Children/Fam-
ily policy”. Background variables included have been chosen because they are usually
controlled for and because they, on the basis of the research presented in the background,
can be assumed to influence the relationship between the occurrence of children and men-
tal wellbeing (e.g. Nomaguchi, 2011). Background characteristics included as independ-
ent variables are “Cohabiting/married” (1=yes, 0=no), “Age” (16-65 years), “Born in
country” (1=yes, 0=no), “Years in education” (0-25 years) and “Employment status”
(1 =employed, 0 =not employed).

One should bear in mind that there are some general problems to be aware of when
analysing statistics generated from comparative surveys. First, the framing of questions and
attitudes are context dependent, which means that certain questions may be understood and
interpreted differently in different national contexts. Therefore, the results must be inter-
preted with caution. Second, there are some differences between the studied countries

Ta b]e 1 Correlat?ons between Cheerful Calm Active Fresh Interest

variables measuring mental

wellbeing (Pearson’s) Cheerful 1 0.568%4% 0532585 0414555 0427555
Calm 1 0.432%%%  0.445%%%  (0.336%**
Active 1 0.535%*%  (.480%**
Fresh 1 0.4207%#*
Interest 1

*##*Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (3-tailed). Cronbach
alpha: 0.81
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regarding sampling, representativeness and response rates (Svallfors, 1997). However, the
respondents are weighted to assure that the samples correspond to comparable sources of
statistics in each country. Weighs correct for different probabilities of selection, thereby
making the sample more representative of a ‘true’ sample of individuals in each country
(DWEIGHT), and ensure that each country is represented in proportion to its population
size (PWEIGHT). This means that the samples should be close to nationally representative.

4 Results

The aim and the hypotheses are analysed as follows. The first table will show the distri-
bution of background characteristics among women and men living in the different fam-
ily policy contexts. Next, the mean values on the wellbeing index for women and men,
with and without children, living in different family policy contexts will be presented.
Finally, the relationship between the occurrence of children and mental wellbeing, when
controlling for background characteristics, will be analysed by performing separate OLS-
regressions for the different family policy contexts. This final table also includes an analy-
sis of how a variable that combine the variables ”Children” and “Family policy context”
(Children/family policy) is related to mental wellbeing. This gives an indication of whether
there are significant differences between family policy contexts/occurrence of children.

Table 2 shows how the background characteristics are distributed among women and
men living in the different family policy contexts. It is more common that women are living
together with children in all contexts but it is less common in the Nordic context (42.6%)
in relation to the conservative (50.0%) and liberal (50.9%) contexts. It is less common that
women and men are cohabitants/married in the liberal context in relation to the Nordic and
conservative contexts. People are somewhat younger in the liberal context and it is most
common that people are born in the country in the Nordic context. The employment rate
is higher among men in all contexts but it is more common that both men and women are
employed in the Nordic context in relation to the conservative and liberal contexts.

Table 3 shows mean values on the wellbeing index for women and men with and
without children living in different family contexts. The second column in Table 3 illus-
trates mean values for all persons, both women and men. The mean values in italics
indicate that the level of mental wellbeing in general is highest in the Nordic context
(16.10) followed by the conservative context (15.67) and finally the liberal context

Table 2 Background characteristics in the different family policy contexts. Percent (Mean)

Nordic context Conservative context Liberal context

Women Men ‘Women Men ‘Women Men
Children 42.6 39.6 50.0 40.0 50.9 41.2
Cohabiting/married 66.1 64.6 67.5 63.4 61.7 61.5
Age 41.1) (40.6) (40.6) (41.0) (39.8) 39.1)
Born in country 92.6 93.6 90.0 90.5 90.3 88.9
Years in Education (13.3) (13.1) (12.6) (12.8) (12.6) (12.5)
Employed 66.8 73.8 57.3 65.6 55.6 69.5
N (weighted) 825 824 6690 6115 2218 2095
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Table 3 Mental wellbeing All
among women and men with
and without children in different

Women Men N (weighted)

. . Nordic context 16.10 15.78 16,42 1641
family policy contexts (mean)

Children 16.14 15.83 16.48 676
No children 16.07 15.73 16.38 965
Eta 0.008 0.010 0.012
Conservative context  15.67 15.42 1595 12,706
Children 15.50 15.25 15.85 5758
No children 15.81 15.58 16.01 6948
Eta 0.031%**  0.033*%%  0.017
Liberal context 14.33 13.84 14.85 4288
Children 13.84 13.15 14.74 1984
No children 14.76 14.56 1494 2304
Eta 0.089%**  (0.135%*%* (0.019

#

p<0.001 *#p<0.01 ¥p<0.05

(14.33). Further, the results show that there are significant differences between people
with and without children in the conservative and liberal contexts, indicating a higher
mental wellbeing among persons with no children living at home. The difference is non-
significant in the Nordic context.

The results in italics for women and men separately indicate that the level of mental
wellbeing in general is higher among men than among women in all contexts. Further,
the results show that there are no significant differences between men with and without
children living at home in all family policy contexts. However, among women there are
significant differences between women with and without children in the conservative
and liberal contexts, and the difference is most prominent in the liberal context. There is
no significant difference between women with and without children in the Nordic con-
text. This means that there are lower levels of mental wellbeing among women with
children living at home in the conservative and liberal contexts but not among men.
This also means that the significant differences in column two is explained by the fact
that women with children have a lower mental wellbeing than women without children
in the conservative and liberal contexts.

In the light of the results in Table 3, showing no significant differences among men,
the OLS-regressions of the relationships between independent variables and the depend-
ent variable mental wellbeing will be done only for women. In the first step a bivariate
regression is performed of the relationship between the occurrence of children and men-
tal wellbeing in the different family policy contexts. In the next step of the regression
there is an analysis of the relationship between the occurrence of children and men-
tal wellbeing when controlling for the background characteristics. The results from the
regressions are presented in Table 4.

The results from the OLS-regressions in general confirm the results from Table 3.
Results from the bivariate regressions in each context show that women with children
have a significant lower mental wellbeing than women without children in the conserva-
tive and liberal contexts, but not in the Nordic context. This pattern is even more obvi-
ous in the multivariate analyses where the negative coefficients become higher; a change
from -0.332 to -0.777 in the conservative context and -1.402 to -1.573 in the liberal
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context. The relationship between the occurrence of children and mental wellbeing in
the Nordic context is still not significant in the multivariate analysis.

The background characteristics are related to mental wellbeing as follow. Cohabitant/
married women have a significant higher level of mental wellbeing in the conservative and
liberal contexts, but not in the Nordic context. Age is significantly positively correlated to
mental wellbeing in the Nordic context but significantly negatively correlated in the con-
servative context. Country of birth has no significant relationship with mental wellbeing
but years of education is significantly positively related to mental wellbeing in the liberal
context; the more years of education the higher the level of wellbeing. Employed women
have a significant higher level of mental wellbeing than non-employed women in the Nor-
dic and conservative contexts but there is no significant relationship between employment
status and mental wellbeing in the liberal context.

The final column in Table 4 shows that the combination variable Children/Family policy
is related to mental wellbeing as follows. There is no significant difference between women
without and with children in the Nordic family policy context. However, mothers in the
liberal and conservative contexts have a significant lower mental wellbeing than women
without children in the Nordic context. Results also show that mothers in the liberal fam-
ily policy context report a significant lower level of mental wellbeing than the reference
category.

5 Discussion

The aim of the article was to study the importance of family policy context and gender for
the negative influence of having children on mental wellbeing. The following hypotheses
were tested: 1. Parents living in an extensive (generous) family policy context (represented
by the Nordic regime) will have a relatively higher level of mental wellbeing than par-
ents in a less extensive family policy context (represented by the liberal and conservative
regimes). 2. Especially mothers in an extensive (generous) family policy context (repre-
sented by the Nordic regime) will have a relatively higher level of mental wellbeing than
mothers living in a less extensive family policy context (represented by the liberal and con-
servative regimes).

Results show that the level of mental wellbeing is lower among people with children
living at home than among people with no children at home. However, separate analyses
of the family policy contexts indicate that this difference between those with and without
children only exists in the conservative and liberal family policy contexts. Further, separate
analyses of women and men in different family policy contexts show that the negative asso-
ciation between the occurrence of children and mental wellbeing exist only among women
in conservative and liberal contexts. There is no difference in mental wellbeing between
women with children and women without children in an extensive policy context (repre-
sented by the Nordic cluster) but the level of mental wellbeing is significant lower among
women with children than among women without children in a more limited context (rep-
resented by the conservative and liberal clusters). This indicates that the study supports
hypothesis 2, but not hypothesis 1, and that the family policy context is of importance for
mother’s mental wellbeing but not for father’s.

In general, the results from this study support the studies that have indicated that
the meaning of the occurrence of children for happiness, life satisfaction and wellbe-
ing to some extent is context dependent (e.g. Hansen, 2012; Nomaguchi, 2011). More
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precise the results support studies that have shown that different welfare state types and
social policies may have an impact on people’s life circumstances and perceptions (e.g.
Cousins & Tang, 2004; Crompton & Lyonette, 2006; Edlund, 2007; Strandh & Norden-
mark, 2006). In line with the study by Glass et al. (2016), which found that work-family
reconciliation policies mediated the relationship between parenthood and happiness,
this study support that family policies mediate the relationship between parenthood and
mental wellbeing. A new insight from this study is that family policies may be of more
importance for mother’s mental wellbeing than for father’s wellbeing. A possible expla-
nation to this result is that mothers still have the main responsibility for the children and
that policies aiming at enabling the combination of parenthood and employment is of
greatest value for mothers.

On a more theoretical level this study support theories that try to explain some of the
variation in the relationship between social roles and wellbeing by considering the pol-
icy context (e.g. Duncan, 1996; Esping-Andersen, 1999; Korpi & Palme, 1998; Lewis,
1992; Walby, 1994). The results from this study imply that policies can be an important
tool in the struggle to reduce the stressors associated with parenthood. This is in turn of
importance for the possibility to increase fertility rates. Results from this study support
the notion that an expansion of family policies in parts of Europe that have relatively
low fertility rates could stimulate especially women to become parents.

Some shortcomings of the study have to be mentioned. First, the aim of this article
was to study the importance of family policy context by categorising countries depend-
ing on characteristics of the family policies within each country. One problem is that
there is a heterogeneity within the different categories of countries that is not consid-
ered in this study. Another problem is that it is not certain that it is mainly the fam-
ily policy context that is the explaining factor of the differences in parental wellbeing
between categories of countries, it could also be other factors that differ between the
countries. By conducting multilevel analyses, including macro indicators of family poli-
cies, this can be analysed more in depths in future studies. This study includes too few
countries for multilevel analyses to work. Second, this study is based on cross-sectional
data, which makes it hard to make causal interferences about the relationship between
parenthood and mental wellbeing. Despite these shortcomings, the study provides inter-
esting insights into cross-national variation in the relationship between parenthood and
mental wellbeing among women and men.

The results from this study indicate that family policy matters for mother’s men-
tal wellbeing. This implies that if one on a societal level wants to improve mother’s
mental wellbeing one should expand public childcare provision and create a generous
paid parental leave, aiming at enhancing the combination of employment and childcare.
Also policy measures aiming at breaking up the traditional division of unpaid labour
and increasing fathers involvement in childcare responsibilities should be introduced.
These policy measures will probably increase the chances of healthy parenting, espe-
cially among mothers.
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