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ABSTRACT
The study aims to explore whether gendered family roles in the
country of origin and the country of destination explain labor market
outcomes for immigrants in Sweden. We examine the assumptions
of the source country culture literature—that traditional gender
norms in immigrants’ source countries drive women’s employment
in the new country—by focusing on gender differences and explor-
ing group- and individual-level mechanisms, notably, that of care
responsibilities. Using Swedish register data, comprising more than
660 000 individuals from 110 source countries, we analyze the labor
market establishment of immigrant women and men in 2016 with
multi-level regressions. Findings show that the gender gap in
employment is significantly larger among groups from countries
with low female labor force participation. Much of this gap is
explained by women’s care responsibilities, both at arrival and
through continued fertility after arrival. Thus, even in Sweden, with
longstanding policies promoting female employment, immigrant
women’s employment is conditioned by the gender-traditionality of
their source countries. The findings question the gender-equalizing
power of welfare state institutions in the face of increasing immigra-
tion. However, education crucially affects the implications of cultural
background and fertility. In future research, these mechanisms—
including the group-level correlations—should be further explored
to better pinpoint the obstacles facing women from trad-
itional countries.
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Introduction

Migration has been a growing public concern in many OECD countries, and research
on immigrant integration is rapidly expanding. However, gender patterns are still
understudied. In recent years, researchers and policymakers have argued that the inte-
gration process can be particularly challenging for women (e.g., Dumont et al. 2016;
EWSI 2018; Leibig and Tronstad 2018; OECD 2016). Immigrant women arguably
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confront ‘dual disadvantages’ on the labor market. Presumably, however, the challenges
of being a woman and being an immigrant may vary depending on both background
factors and opportunities provided in the new country.
International research on migration shows that the labor market integration of immi-

grants is a complex process conditioned by individuals’ education, language skills, social
networks, as well as employer discrimination (e.g, OECD 2016; Quillian et al. 2019).
Even several years after arriving, immigrants in OECD countries tend to have lower
employment levels than the native-born population (e.g., Eriksson 2011; Dumont et al.
2016). These gaps are particularly large for immigrants from outside Europe/OECD and
for refugees (Bevelander and Irastorza 2014; Dumont et al. 2016; Gorodzeisky and
Semyonov 2017). As most refugees arrive from outside the OECD, these factors tend to
overlap. However, they also overlap with gendered norms and practices.
From a global perspective, women are significantly less likely than men to participate

in the labor market (i.e., to either be employed or looking for a job). On average, the
labor force participation rate for women was 49 per cent in 2017, 27 percentage points
lower than the rate for men (ILO 2017). However, these overall figures mask large differ-
ences across countries. The largest gender gap in participation rates, at nearly 31 percent-
age points, was found in middle-income countries (ILO 2017). In terms of regions, it can
be noted that nearly two-thirds of the women in Sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern Asia are
in the labor force (ibid, Vernick 2014) while in Western Asia, North Africa, and South
Asia, fewer than one-third of women of working age participate, and gender gaps can
exceed 50 percentage points (ILO 2017; Vernick 2014). The figures suggest that many
immigrants arrive in Europe and western OECD from countries where norms and institu-
tions assign women to a care-giving role in the family and, presumably, such factors
could influence the labor market prospects of female immigrants. At the same time, host
countries where norms and institutions support female employment and gender equality
could provide immigrant women with new opportunities. Using the case of Sweden, we
integrate these two perspectives in a study of immigrants’ labor market establishment.
To date, these issues have been addressed mainly in the economic literature on source

country culture. Theoretically, this literature is based on the epidemiological approach
(Fern�andez 2011) which claims that the role of culture, defined as systemic variations in
preferences and beliefs across time, space, or social groups, can be isolated by studying
individuals who share the same economic/institutional context but have different social
beliefs. Here, immigrants who live in the same country but arrived from different cul-
tures provide a good illustration and a main strand of this literature has focused on
country differences in gender beliefs. The basic argument is that, because immigrants
bring with them norms and behaviors, immigrant women’s labor supply will reflect the
source country’s preferences and beliefs regarding women’s roles in work and family.
Using female labor force participation (FLFP) as a proxy for the source country’s prefer-
ences and beliefs regarding women’s roles, these studies show a robust effect of source
country culture in the sense that women from low-FLFP countries (i.e., more gender-
traditional countries) participate less in the labor force than women from more high-
FLFP (gender-egalitarian) countries (e.g., Antecol 2000; Blau, Kahn, and Papps 2011;
Blau and Kahn 2015; Bredtmann and Otten 2013; Fern�andez and Fogli 2009; Finseraas
and Kotsadam 2017; Frank and Hou 2015; Kok, Deelen, and Euwals 2011; Muchomba,
Jiang, and Kaushal 2020; Neuman 2018).
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While these studies are consistent in their approach and overall findings, they also
share central limitations. As mentioned, the correlation between source country FLFP
and immigrant women’s labor force participation is interpreted as a persistent influence
of culture, yet several scholars also point to patterns of assimilation as the correlation
weakens both with time since immigration (e.g., Blau et al. 2011; Blau and Kahn 2015;
Neuman 2018) and between first- and second-generation immigrants (Antecol 2000;
Bredtmann and Otten 2013; Fern�andez and Fogli 2009; Finseraas and Kotsadam 2017;
Muchomba et al. 2020). We argue that both these claims—persistence and assimila-
tion—require further exploration. The standard procedure of the field is to isolate the
’net’ effect of source-country FLFP by controlling for country- and individual-level char-
acteristics. Presumably, however, this approach could over- as well as underestimate the
importance of culture. Overestimate, because it is not obvious that an overall FLFP-
effect can be interpreted as culture. For example, groups from different regions/coun-
tries face different structural obstacles, including employer discrimination (e.g., Quillian
et al. 2019). At the same time, the narrow focus on ‘net’ effects can lead to an under-
estimation of the power of culture because individual-level factors are treated as nuisan-
ces when, in fact, they may reflect culturally prescribed gender roles.
In this study, we expand on the previous literature by focusing on how cultural gen-

der norms are perpetuated (or weakened) in the new country. Thereby, we scrutinize
the underlying assumptions of the culture hypothesis and contribute with more know-
ledge on how gender norms and roles are sustained (or transformed). Though the prime
interest of the source country culture literature is not to understand the specific situ-
ation of migrants, there is a need for studies exploring immigrant integration from a
gender perspective.1 At the same time, the case of migrants offers a unique possibility
to understand how cultural gender beliefs are sustained and redefined at the macro and
micro level. According to the gender system theory of Ridgeway and Correll (2004,
510), cultural gender beliefs function as hegemonic ‘rules of the game’ that will bias
behaviors, performances and evaluations of women and men. At the same time, gender
beliefs are malleable and their salience can vary substantially with the structure of the
context (ibid). Such variation is well documented in comparative research on welfare
states and gender inequality and currently, many OECD-economies strive to limit the
influence of gender and increase female labor supply. Clearly, societal institutions also
affect the ways in which values and preferences can be exercised and upheld and, thus,
the persistence of traditional norms in the immigrant population can shed new light on
the gender-equalizing power of national institutions.
The article makes three main contributions.
Theoretically, we connect the source culture literature to the broader research on gen-

dered labor market inequality. Here, we study differences in the correlation between
source country culture (FLFP) and establishment in Sweden between women and men .
This is a novel approach, as most previous literature has focused only on immigrant
women. A few studies have included men as a falsification test, and generally concluded
that for men the FLFP-effect is negligible (Blau et al. 2011; Blau and Kahn 2015;
Neuman 2018—but see Finseraas and Kotsadam 2017). However, as noted by some
researchers (Polevieja 2015; Finseraas and Kotsadam 2017), raw country-averages may
not capture specific cultural traits and thus the FLFP-proxy is likely to pick up more
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than gender beliefs. Here we argue that while the FLFP-employment correlation may
capture cultural factors that are similar to men and women, the reproduction of gender
norms specifically should appear as a difference between men and women.2 Further. we
expand on previous research by discussing and exploring the mechanisms through
which source country FLFP-rates relate labor market establishment, especially the
importance of care responsibilities. The gendered division of family responsibilities has
been shown to increase with parenthood with long-term implications for wages and
careers even in Scandinavian countries (for Sweden see e.g., Boye, Halld�en and
Magnusson 2017; Bygren and G€ahler 2012; Angelov, Johansson, and Lindahl 2016;
Magnusson and Nermo 2017; for comparative analyses of motherhood penalties see e.g.,
Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann 2012; OECD 2017). Theoretically, such relationships are
generally interpreted within the framework of human capital theory. The basic argu-
ment in this theory is that gendered patterns reflect a rational specialization in which
the man invests time and effort in paid work while the woman focuses on care work in
the family (Becker 1981/1991, 1985). Based on these insights, we argue that if source
country gender norms drive employment, the relationship should run through gendered
work/family roles.
A second contribution is methodological. We use high quality register data—compris-

ing the total immigrant population and a large number of source countries—and apply
multi-level regression techniques. This method recognizes the fact that individuals are
nested in country groups, which makes it relevant both statistically and theoretically. In
particular, it enables us to distinguish between compositional effects—reflecting individ-
ual characteristics such as care responsibilities and human capital endowments—and
contextual effects, affecting all individuals in the country group regardless of their own
characteristics.3 Arguably, immigrant communities can be important transmittors of
culture; however, discriminating between group- and individual-level effects is an
important step toward identifying the mechanisms that reproduce or weaken gender-
traditionality among migrants.
Finally, we discuss the importance of context and use Sweden—with encompassing

support for gender equality—as a strong case for testing the assumptions of the culture
hypothesis. By now, a large body of comparative research has demonstrated that both
gendered patterns of employment and the specific importance of care responsibilities
vary between countries with different welfare state and family policy arrangements (e.g.,
Budig et al. 2012; Korpi, Ferrarini, and Englund 2013). Meanwhile, the literature on
source country culture is based mainly on studies from the US (e.g., Antecol 2000; Blau
et al. 2011, 2020; Blau and Kahn 2015; Fern�andez and Fogli 2009; Muchomba et al.
2020). As welfare state and labor market institutions affect the gendered division of
labor, they are likely to also influence immigrants’ incentives and possibilities to pre-
serve, or break with, gender-traditional legacies and here, Sweden provides an interest-
ing case.4 In recent decades, Sweden has received a large number of immigrants—
particularly refugees—and currently, the share of foreign-born residents is among the
largest in European countries (OECD 2016). At the same time, Sweden is at the top of
international indices of gender equality (World economic forum 2020), with extensive
policies promoting women’s employment, e.g., through parental leave and daycare pro-
visions. In the welfare state literature, such policies are described as de-familising,
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individualizing or de-genderising (Lister 2003; Lohmann and Zagel 2016; Saxonberg
2013) but regardless of label and operationalization, Sweden is highly ranked. Due to
these policies, Sweden has long boasted high rates of both female and maternal labor
force participation (OECD 2020a, 2020b, 2017). Also, large-scale field experiments in
Sweden show—in contrast to US studies (Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007)—no hiring
discrimination of mothers (Bygren, Erlandsson, and G€ahler 2017).
Considering these characteristics, it is not obvious that immigrant women would be

excluded from the Sweden labor market due to child care responsibilities. However,
there is reason to distinguish between immigrants’ situation on arrival and their later
behavior and outcomes. If women from gender-traditional countries are more likely to
arrive as mothers of small children, they may be disadvantaged vis-a-viz men from their
own country and women from more equal countries. Thus, cultural gender norms could
pose an initial barrier to the Swedish labor market. However, in this context, cultural
gender beliefs are less likely to be perpetuated through a stark division of work/family
roles between men and women. Meanwhile, the thresholds to the Swedish labor market
are comparatively high, considering the wage floors and the very small share of low-skill
jobs (OECD 2016). This high-skill labor market provides few entry points for immi-
grants with limited human capital and considering that, in many low-FLFP countries,
boys and men dominate school-enrolment at all levels (UNESCO 2012), educational
requirements could pose a stronger barrier to women from these countries. Also, work
interruptions due to care responsibilities may be particularly problematic in this context
(cf. Est�evez-Abe 2005).
In summary, the main idea is to study whether and how gender-traditional source

country norms form labor market establishment in a gender-equal context. By examin-
ing the importance of gendered care responsibilities (proxied by the number and timing
of children) and distinguishing between group- and individual-level effects, we aim to
further the understanding of mechanisms behind cultural persistence and assimilation.

Aim and hypotheses

The aim of the study is to explore whether gendered family roles in the country of ori-
gin and the country of destination explain labor market outcomes for immigrants
in Sweden.
Following the cultural argument, our overall claim is that labor market establishment

is more strongly correlated with the gender-traditionality of the source country for
immigrant women than for immigrant men and that gender differences are explained
by women’s care responsibilities.
We test the following hypotheses:

(H1) For immigrant women, labour force establishment is more strongly correlated with
source country female labour force participation (hereafter: FLFP) than for immigrant
men. As a result, the gender gap in establishment is significantly larger among immigrants
from low-FLFP countries.

(H2a) For women, this country-level variation is explained by the fact that women from
low-FLFP have larger care responsibilities, as measured by marriage and parenthood, than
women from more gender-equal countries. For men, these factors do not explain the
FLFP-establishment correlation. As a result, we expect (H2b) care responsibilities to
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account for the larger gender gap in establishment among immigrants from low-
FLFP countries.

Finally, we distinguish between fertility and marriage patterns before and after arrival in
Sweden to examine if the care responsibilities reflect (H3a) initial barrier effects or (H3b) a
persistence of gender-traditional practices.

As a counter-hypothesis (H4), we propose that human capital endowments rather than
care responsibilities explain the gender differences in the FLFP-establishment correlations.

Data and method

The analysis we present is based on register data from Statistics Sweden, and specifically
a merger of two databases. STATIV, a longitudinal database developed for studying the
integration of immigrants in different areas of society, and LISA, the Longitudinal inte-
grated database for health insurance and labor market studies which comprises the total
population aged 16 and above. Both databases are updated annually and together they
provide a range of variables capturing employment and unemployment, income, educa-
tion and family structure.
Our analysis consists of a cross-sectional comparison of immigrants registered in

Sweden in 2016 (the latest year for which data were available when we began our
study). We model whether an immigrant was established in the labor market as a func-
tion of both their circumstances in 2016 and their circumstances in the year they regis-
tered in Sweden. The dataset consists of all immigrants who got registered in Sweden
between 1997 (the first year of the STATIV data) and 2016. In Sweden, only individuals
who are expected to live in the country for at least a year are included in the population
register and have access to social rights and benefits and thus, the analysis is not con-
founded by asylum seekers and other individuals that did not have a work permit for at
least one year, as of 2016. We include only individuals who were 16-45 years of age on
arrival, and 20-64 years of age in 2016. This ensured that individuals in the study were
raised and finished their primary education in their original country culture rather than
in Sweden. This is important both for capturing cultural socialization and because we
know that immigrants who arrived as children fare better in the labor market (OECD
2016). The final dataset comprised 660,151 individuals (323,971 women and 336,180
men) from 110 source countries. The number of source countries in our analysis is sub-
stantially larger than the numbers in previous studies, such as the 25 in Neuman’s
(2018) analysis of the Swedish labor market.
We use multilevel models (see e.g., Hox 2002) to study whether gendered care

responsibilities explain correlations between source country culture and immigrants’
labor market establishment in Sweden (for operationalisations, modeling and reflections
on mechanisms, see below). With this method, we treat individuals as nested in source
countries, as countries’ variable institutional and cultural features shape emigrants’ work
and family life trajectories, and their attitudes toward gender and the household division
of labor. Single-level regression models are inadequate for this analysis, as they assume
that observations are independent of each other. That is not the case here as, on aver-
age, individuals have more in common with others from the same source country than
with individuals from other countries. They also have more in common if they arrived
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from the same country specifically in the same year, and so as we explain below our
models include a third level: country-years.
The dependent variable in the analysis is labor market establishment. This is a dicho-

tomized indicator distinguishing between individuals that were established and those
that were not established in 2016. To be classified as established individuals had to be
employed. In the LISA database individuals are employed if they have a) an employer
in November or b) an active firm, as defined by the Swedish Tax Agency. Statistics
Sweden constructed its employment variable so as to match the ILO definition. This cri-
terion alone, however, would count some people as employed even if only working
sporadically, or if benefiting from subsidized employment in active labor market pro-
grammes. These programmes are often directed toward individuals with establishment
problems (including many immigrants) and we do not know whether they lead to ‘real’
jobs. As a result, we may get a biased picture, where group differences in establishment
problems may be underestimated. Some researchers have addressed these problems by
including income criteria or excluding individuals with days in unemployment. We use
both these criteria and also exclude individuals in active labor market programmes from
the category of established. Specifically, we count individuals as established if they were
employed (as defined in LISA), had an annual income from work corresponding to at
least half a median wage, and zero days in unemployment or active labor market pro-
gram activities during 2016. Note that in 2016, all individuals on parental leave were
registered as employed. Thus, our results are not a mere reflection of current paren-
tal leaves.
The criteria we use for strong labor market attachment are arguably too restrictive.

We have therefore also conducted additional analyses, where we have broadened the
definition to include also individuals who are only weakly established. According to this
broader definition, all individuals who had any employment during the year are counted
as established. This indicator is less well suited for measuring employment, as it
includes not only individuals with very erratic job episodes but also those with subsi-
dized jobs in active labor market programmes (ALMP). At the same time, this indicator
gives us a clearer measure of exclusion, as the category of unestablished individuals
only includes those who had no income at all from work or self-employment during
the year, no unemployment benefit, and no days dedicated in ALMP-associated activ-
ities (either jobs or education). Also, they were not registered as employed (see above),
meaning that the lack of income was not due to regular parental leaves.5 In the results
section, we will briefly describe what this additional analysis tells us about gender gaps
in labor market attachment for immigrants from traditional/gender-equal countries (full
results available on request from the authors).
The independent variables capture features of immigrants’ source countries; of the

source country-specific communities in Sweden of which immigrants are a part; of their
individual circumstances in 2016; and of their individual circumstances upon arrival in
Sweden one or more years prior to 2016.
We measure source country culture using the relative female labor force participation

rate (FLFP), operationalized as the share of women (aged 15þ) in the labor force div-
ided by the share of men in the labor force. We use International Labor Organization
modeled estimates (July 2017 release), downloaded from ILOSTAT on 31 May 2018. An
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alternative operationalization could be the difference (rather than ratio) between the
male and female rates, but the two possible operationalizations are highly correlated
(>0.98) and in practice we find the same substantive results using either one. Previous
studies have used both approaches, with little difference in results. We tested whether
our results were sensitive to the inclusion of controls for GDP per capita and/or fertil-
ity, taking data on each from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators (variable
codes NY.GDP.PCAP.CD and SP.DYN.TFRT.IN, respectively). As we found the inclu-
sion of these controls made no substantive difference to our results, we report models
excluding them.6

Time is a crucial factor behind immigrants’ rates of labor market establishment, as
spending time in a new country gives people language skills and cultural knowledge
(often referred to as country-specific human capital, e.g., Rooth and Åslund 2007).
Thus, immigrants who have been in Sweden for longer are much more likely to be
established. However, immigrants from different countries also tend to arrive at differ-
ent times (owing to economic fluctuations, armed conflicts, changes in receiving coun-
tries’ immigration policies, etc.). To control for the possibility that immigrants from
different source countries are less or more likely to be established simply because people
from those countries arrived at different periods, we include the average time since
arrival as a source country-level predictor. At the same time, different immigrants from
a given source country arrived in different years, and by 2016 had lived in Sweden for
different lengths of time. We therefore include a variable capturing the difference
between the country-mean time since arrival and the time since arrival for immigrants
who arrived from a given source country in a given year. The latter is a country-year-
level variable, meaning that our model must include three levels: not just individuals (at
the lowest level) and source countries (at the highest), but also source country-years
(in between).
This three-level structure is similar to that described by Fairbrother (2014) and

Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother (2016), in its distinguishing between longitudinal and
cross-sectional relationships in comparative longitudinal survey data. Here we use this
structure to investigate change over time among source-country-defined immigrant
groups within a single country (Sweden), rather than the resident populations of differ-
ent countries. Using this three-level structure, we can match individuals to the FLFP of
their source country specifically in the year they were registered in Sweden.
Our multilevel analysis distinguishes, at the country level, between compositional and

contextual effects. Compositional effects are those explained by the types of individuals
making up the membership of a group. Contextual effects, as a contrast, affect all mem-
bers of a group, net of their individual characteristics. In our case, as we explain below,
we can ask for example whether belonging to an immigrant community with a high
marriage rate is associated with a lower (or higher) rate of labor market establishment,
even for individuals who are not themselves married. In the models we present, we dis-
tinguish between compositional and contextual effects, by using Mundlak-type multi-
level models (Bell, Fairbrother, and Jones 2019). These models include the group means
of within-group-varying variables. Coefficients on the group means capture the differen-
ces between country groups, while individual-level variables capture the within-group
relationship. Mathematically, contextual effects are the difference between the within-
group and between-group effects.
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Our main interest is to capture whether gendered care responsibilities explain FLFP-
correlations. The focus on care is motivated by the notion of gendered skill investments
and within-household specialization which was developed by Becker (1981/1991, 1985)
and has been widely applied in research on labor market gender inequality. According
to Becker, men maximize their investments in the labor market, while women’s skill
investments are guided by their family responsibilities (which are regarded as invest-
ments in the human capital of children and spouses).7 To capture care responsibilities
we use children as our main proxy. This is in line with much research on labor market
gender inequality, where parenthood is used to proxy gendered care responsibilities (or
interpreted as reflecting such gendered roles). This broad proxy could capture several
mechanisms. Work interruptions through parental leaves and part-time work cause skill
depreciation that will affect wages and careers (and potentially job security) and the
daily time and effort required to care for children could make it difficult to take
demanding jobs (cf. Becker 1985). Arguably, however, the logic of specialization will be
more or less pronounced in different country contexts. Even in Sweden, women have
larger care responsibilities than men, but the gendered division of parental leaves,
housework etc is less traditional than in many other countries (e.g. Hook 2006) and
parenthood is less decisive for women’s labor market participation (see above). We
argue that the gendered division of work-family roles will be stronger among immi-
grants from more gender-traditional countries and that this should explain the FLFP-
establishment correlation both among women and when comparing men and women
from the same country. This could be because women from low-FLFP countries have
more children or because having children implies a stronger focus on the caring and
family role. The number of children could imply, e.g, more work interruptions through
parental leave or part-time work (cf. Est�evez-Abe 2005). However, also the timing of
children is relevant when discussing the persistence of cultural gender roles. Thus we
use three indicators for children: having children at the time of arrival, number of chil-
dren born in Sweden and having small children (0-3 years) living at home in 2016.
Further, we control for marital status, which is a dummy variable with four categories:
married on arrival but not currently (2016), currently married but unmarried on arrival,
married on both instances and never married (reference category). In several studies
concerning the FLFP-effect on immigrant women’s employment, children and/or mari-
tal status have been included among a range of individual-level variables treated as con-
trols; however, care responsibilities have not been thoroughly explored as a mechanism
for gender role perpetuation.8To be clear, the term mechanism refers only to correla-
tions as our cross-sectional data does not allow for causal inferences.
To disentangle care responsibilities from human capital we control for level of educa-

tion. We classify individuals as having either: (1) up to nine years of schooling, (2) par-
tial secondary education (two years or less), (3) full secondary education with or
without some post-secondary, and (4) completion of a university degree. In the models,
we also include a category for unknown education, and we treat degree-holders as the
reference category. At the country level, we calculate a mean level of education, treating
the four ordered categories as numerical (and ignoring missing values). As discussed
above, lower education levels could represent an initial barrier to labor market entry in
Sweden for women from traditional countries. Although such human capital differences
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would also be an expression of source country gender norms, they are important to dis-
tinguish from other mechanisms. Because the data does not allow us to clearly distin-
guish between education acquired before and after migrating, we use education levels
only for 2016. However, since all individuals in the dataset immigrated after age 16,
they all had (at least) their primary education outside Sweden though some may have
received further education in Sweden. As explained below, these variables will be
included both at the group level and the individual level. At the individual level, we
also control for age as well as reason for immigration. Age is a continuous variable,
while reason for immigration is a dummy variable distinguishing between refugees
(including relatives of refugees) and other immigrants. Given the possibility of a nonlin-
ear relationship with age, we include both age and age-squared, with age standardized
to have a mean of zero and SD of 1.
In seeking to identify mechanisms, we start by focusing on group-level variables that

capture differences between immigrant groups from different countries. Which country-
level variables reduce the strength of the relationship between source-country gender
gaps and women’s establishment in the labor market in Sweden? One possibility is that
groups from different countries possess different averages of key individual-level varia-
bles. Specifically, groups with lower rates of establishment may have higher percentages
of individuals in disadvantageous circumstances. For example, immigrant women from
traditional countries may be more likely to have small children at home, and women
who have such children may be less likely to be established.
Next, we turn from countries to individuals. In this stage, we ask whether individual

women and men are more or less established if they: have children (whether on arrival
or after), are married (on arrival or after), and have more education (against on arrival
or after). As clarified above, we expect the effects for parenthood and marriage to differ
between men and women.
To sum up, the linear probability multilevel models we fit take the general form:

yijk ¼ b0 þ b1tjk þ b2x1ijk þ :::þ bnxnijk þ b nþ1ð Þx nþ1ð Þk þ :::þ bmxmk þ u0jk þ u0k þ eijk

The u0jk and u0k terms are random intercepts for country-years and countries,
respectively. Time enters the model at the country-year (j) level, and in the form of one
of the country (k) level variables. Other variables are individual-level (i). We fit the
models in R, using the lmer function from the lme4 package. We distinguish between
cultural effects that disadvantage individuals at the moment they arrive in Sweden and
those that influence behaviors after migration, consistent with the gender roles pre-
scribed in an immigrant’s country of origin. First, we establish the relationship between
source country FLFP and labor market establishment for women and men, respectively.
Next, we consider how group-level characteristics explain (mediate) this relationship,
including the group means of individual-level variables capturing care responsibilities.
Next, we add individual-level variables, focusing on caring responsibilities on arrival,
present care responsibilities, and education (controlling for time in Sweden).
After examining the gender-specific patterns of establishment, we will directly assess

gender gaps. We present models of women and men together, where we interact FLFP
with a dummy variable for being female. As this is a cross-level interaction, we include
random slopes for gender by country (Heisig and Schaeffer 2019). Thus, we make
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within-gender comparisons for immigrant women and immigrant men but also com-
pare men and women from the same country.

Results

We begin with an overview of the labor market establishment of immigrants from different
world regions and from countries with different levels of gender-egalitarianism (FLFP).
Figure 1 shows the proportions of women and men from different world regions

established in the labor market in Sweden in 2016, depending on the year they arrived.9

The lines slope downwards from left to right because the probability of being estab-
lished was lower for immigrants who arrived later (i.e., closer to 2016). Recent arrivals
from all regions had a low probability of establishment, while immigrants who had
been in Sweden since the late 1990s had a much higher probability. In general, women
and men have similar chances of being established if they arrived long ago, suggesting
that sustained residency in Sweden eventually encourages gender-egalitarian life trajecto-
ries. That effect takes some time to materialize, however, as we can see that among
immigrants who arrived approximately three to ten years prior to 2016, the gender gap
is wider. Immigrants from Western Asia and North Africa stand out for having a gen-
der gap that does not close even after 20 years. This observation, as well as the compara-
tively small gender gap among immigrants from Western Europe, appears to support
the culture argument. At the same time, the gender gap is small for Sub-Saharan Africa

Figure 1. Proportions of women and men established in the labor market in 2016, by region,
depending on year of arrival. (LAC¼ Latin American countries).
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and large for immigrants from other developed countries. Also, we note that for
Western Asia and North Africa, establishment rates are low for both women and men.
Only about half of the immigrants from this region are established in the labor market
after 20 years, compared to approximately three-quarters of those from Western Europe.
In Figure 2, we focus on individual source countries and the main concern of this art-

icle: the relationship between the establishment of male and female immigrants in the
labor market in Sweden and the relative gender gaps of the labor markets in their source
countries. Figure 2 shows a clear positive correlation between source country FLFP and
the establishment rate in Sweden. Much of that correlation is, however, due to the excep-
tionalism of countries in one world region: Western Asia and North Africa.10 The only
other countries that sit in the lower range of the FLFP spectrum, placing them among
those in Western Asia and North Africa, are a small number located elsewhere Asia. For
women, this is consistent with findings in previous research. However, although the rela-
tionship is stronger for women, the figure suggests that establishment also is higher for
men who have migrated to Sweden from countries with smaller gender gaps.
The average gender gap in labor market establishment among immigrants in Sweden

is not as big as the average gap between women and men in the source countries.
Among immigrants from some countries, women’s establishment in the Swedish labor
market exceeds that of men. For men, the variation in establishment in Sweden is
greater than the variation in male labor force participation in the source countries.
Variation in source countries’ gender gaps is due not, for the most part, to differences
in men’s participation rates but in women’s, as female labor force participation rates
differ greatly between countries (see Figure A1 in Appendix). Thus, the clear correlation
between gender gaps in the source countries and in Sweden is due to the variation
women’s employment rates across source countries.
Table A1 (in Appendix) displays descriptive statistics for men and women in the

immigrant population as of 2016. Women were less likely to be established in the labor
market than men, despite the fact that, on average, women had slightly more education,
had been in Sweden slightly longer, and were about the same age and about as likely to
have immigrated as refugees (rather than labor immigrants). Meanwhile, women had

Figure 2. Mean establishment by source country of women and men versus relative female labor
force participation rate.
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more children before arriving in Sweden, more children after arriving, and were more
likely to have small children at home in 2016. The country-level matrices (Table A2,
Appendix) show that source country gender-equality (FLFP) is positively correlated
with labor establishment for both men and women, though more strongly for women.
On average, women from traditional countries are more likely to be mothers on arrival
than other immigrant women and both men and women from low-FLFP countries are
more often married on arrival, have more children after arrival and small children in
2016 than other country groups. These factors are all negatively correlated with estab-
lishment, though more strongly for women. Finally, the educational level is lower for
both men and women from low-FLFP countries but the correlation between education
and establishment does not differ by gender.

Regression results

Next, we use multilevel regressions to formally establish the correlation between source
country FLFP and immigrants’ labor market establishment, and to examine the mecha-
nisms explaining the correlation. To identify mechanisms, we start at the group, or
source country, level. We explore whether women’s care responsibilities vary signifi-
cantly across immigrant groups from different countries, and if so whether this vari-
ation explains (reduces the strength of) the relationship between source-country FLFP
and women’s labor market establishment in Sweden. These care responsibilities are cap-
tured by source country-level means in marriage (proportion married) and parenthood
(share of parents on arrival, average number of children born after arrival and share of
parents with young children in 2016). Marriage and parenthood rates may be higher for
immigrant groups from more traditional countries, and could depress women’s labor
market prospects.
Table 1 displays the results for women. The null model (M0) demonstrates that

immigrants are clustered in groups, meaning that individuals from the same source
country, particularly those arriving in the same year, are more similar than individuals
from different countries. For women, about 5% and 15% of the variance is concentrated
at the country- and country-year level, respectively.11

In line with previous research, M1 confirms that the likelihood of labor market estab-
lishment is strongly related to the (relative) level of female labor force participation
(FLFP) in the countries that immigrants come from. The coefficient for FLFP shows
that the expected probability of establishment is 36 percentage points higher for women
from a source country with equal male and female participation rates than in a country
where no women at all are in the labor force. Put differently, one standard deviation in
FLFP is associated with a 10 percentage-point difference in establishment (Cf. Table
A1). Model 1 also confirms that time since immigration is positively correlated with
labor establishment, both when comparing immigrant groups with different average
time in Sweden and when comparing immigrants who arrived from a source country in
a given year. Both these time aspects will be controlled for in all subsequent models.
To explore the mechanisms explaining the FLFP-establishment correlation, we first

introduce the group-level indicators of parenthood, marital status and human capital
(M2a-M2c). In M2a we note that the coefficient for FLFP decreases by 47 percent after
controlling for the rates of parenthood across country groups and further analysis shows
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that most of this reduction is due to fertility in Sweden. Also, women in country-groups
with a higher incidence of small children in 2016 are less likely to be established. M2b
shows that higher rates of marriage on arrival is negatively related to establishment. As
expected, women in groups with higher average education are more likely to be estab-
lished. Also, and more importantly, the coefficient for fertility in Sweden becomes non-
significant when controlling for education in M2c.
In M3a-M3d, we trace these mechanisms to the individual level. Adding individual-

level covariates allows us to test whether country-level relationships are compositional
or contextual. As explained in the method section, purely contextual relationships, for
which we cannot identify an individual-level mechanism, are more likely to be spurious.
M3a shows that, within country groups, women who were mothers on arrival are less
likely to be established in 2016, and the same goes for women with small children at
home as of 2016. Meanwhile, no marital penalty can be discerned at the individual level.
Instead, M3b demonstrates that, comparing women from a given country, those that
remained married or got married after arrival were more often established than those
never married. Thus, with the exception of divorce, individual-level effects of marital
patterns stand in contrast to the negative group-level coefficients and do not reduce
their size. As seen in M3c, the likelihood of establishment rises with each educational
level and controlling for individual education fully explains the group-level correlation.
To further illustrate the importance of education, we can consider the fact that women
with primary education are 22 percentage points less likely to be established than
women with a university degree. As a comparison, women with small children are
about five percentage points less likely to be established.
Table 2 displays the regression results for men. Here, the country clustering is smaller

than for women, with 4 and 9 percent of the variation in establishment concentrated at
the country level and country-year level, respectively. M1 shows that, for men too, source
country FLFP is positively correlated with labor market establishment though the coeffi-
cient is smaller than for women. Men from countries with equal rates of female and male
labor force participation are 24 percentage points more likely to be established in Sweden,
compared to a country with no female labor force participation. M2a shows that men in
country-groups with higher rates of fertility, both on arrival and after, are less established
but in comparison to women, these indicators explain very little (8 percent) of the FLFP-
correlation. M2b further shows that in contrast to women, marriage on arrival did not
affect establishment in 2016, except in groups with high divorce rates. Groups with higher
education are more often established and as for women, the coefficient for fertility in
Sweden becomes non-significant when controlling for education in M3c.
At the individual level, M3a shows that for immigrant men parenthood is positively

correlated with establishment. Further, in M3b, the positive correlation between mar-
riage and establishment is considerably stronger than for women. In particular, the coef-
ficient for getting married in Sweden which is about twice as large. For education, in
M3b, patterns are similar to those found for women both regarding the individual-level
effects and the reduction in the group-level indicator. Finally, for men, the FLFP-
correlation is further reduced when accounting for age and refugee status in M4.
In Table 3, these gender differences are formally explored in regressions comprising

both men and women. M0a displays the variance components, while M0b-M0c allow us
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to examine the fixed (within-group) and random (across-group) effects of gender. Here
we note that, on average, immigrant women are about 10 per cent less likely to be
established than are immigrant men. Further, as demonstrated by the significant inter-
action term in M1, the gender gap systematically varies with the source country FLFP
rate. The gap ranges from 17 percent (in a country with no women in the labor force)
to 7 percent (in a country with gender-equal labor force participation). M2a-M2b show
that the larger gender gap in country groups with lower FLFP is explained by group-
level differences in fertility upon arrival and, particularly, after immigration to Sweden.
In model M2b, the interaction term is no longer significant.
All in all, we note that with the addition of each variable, the coefficient on FLFP

shrinks, the unexplained country-level variance declines, and the AIC diagnostic for
model comparison suggests a better model fit. This is particularly clear for women. In
the final model, the coefficient for FLFP is reduced by about 56 percent for women and
by 38 percent for men. Meanwhile, the models explain about 54 percent of the total
country-level variance in establishment for women and about 31 percent for men.
Summing up, we find that all hypotheses are fully or partly supported. First, the

FLFP–establishment correlation is stronger for women than for men, and the gender
gap in labor market establishment is significantly larger in immigrant communities
from more gender-traditional countries than in groups from more gender-equal coun-
tries (H1). Second, care responsibilities—measured as marital status and parenthood—
are more consequential for women than for men. The negative implications of parent-
hood are particularly evident for women from gender-traditional countries. This is
partly a barrier effect reflecting the situation on arrival but mainly related to the fact
that women from low-FLFP have more children in Sweden than other women but also
in relation to men from these countries. Group-level differences in care responsibil-
ities—particularly fertility in Sweden—fully explain the gender gap in establishment
among immigrants from low-FLFP countries (H3a-3b). At the same time, human capital
(H4) appears as an important mechanism, particularly for within-gender relationships.
However, H2a is only partly supported, considering that in the gender separate-analysis,
the implications of fertility largely run through education. Also, we note that although a
large marital penalty appears at the group-level and explains part of the FLFP-correl-
ation women, these patterns cannot be traced to the individual level. Instead, these
negative group-level correlations are contextual rather than compositional. Thus, they
do not reflect marriage per se and while they might capture unmeasured aspects of
source country culture they can also be spurious.
As an additional analysis, we fitted the same models as in the tables above, but using

a broader/less stringent definition of establishment. This included all individuals with
any income from employment during the year. The category of unestablished now only
comprises individuals who were totally excluded from the labor market in 2016. Using
this definition, we find that gender gaps in establishment are even larger, amounting to
30 percentage points (as compared to 10 percentage points with the main definition, see
Table 3). Moreover, the FLFP-gender interaction term is larger. With the broader defin-
ition, the modeled gender gap in establishment is about 2 percentage points for coun-
tries with equal female labor force participation and about 20 percentage points % for
countries with no women in the labor market (as compared to 10 percentage points
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with the stricter definition of employment). All in all, this additional analysis corrobo-
rates the main findings presented above. Further, it strengthens the impression that
immigrant women fare worse than immigrant men. Not only are they less often in sta-
ble employment, they are also more often in the group which is excluded from the
labor market, while immigrant men more often have some kind of employment, either
weak or more stable (cf. Gr€onlund and Nordlund 2021). Overall, 40.4 percent of the
immigrant women were excluded from the labor market, compared to 32.3 of immi-
grant men and as shown, these problems are particularly serious for women from gen-
der traditional countries. Also, the findings suggest that these problems are not be fully
counteracted by welfare state measures such as subsidized jobs, since individuals in
active labor market programmes now count as established.

Discussion

The thrust of the paper was to study whether and how gender-traditional source coun-
try norms explain immigrants’ labor market establishment in a gender-equal context.
Here, we addressed the assumptions of the culture hypothesis, which argues that corre-
lations between source country levels of female labor force participation and immigrant
women’s employment signify a continuation of gender-traditional behaviors. To explore
mechanisms, we focused on gender differences in employment and the importance of
gendered care responsibilities and distinguished methodologically between group- and
individual-level effects.
Immigrant women are less likely to be established in the labor market than are immi-

grant men, and this gender gap is significantly larger among groups from low-FLFP
countries than among those from more gender-equal countries. Thus, even in Sweden—
a country with strong institutions supporting female and maternal employment, as well
as work-family reconciliation—the establishment prospects for immigrant women
remain connected to the gender-traditionality of their source countries.
Moreover, we find that the gender gap in establishment among immigrants from

low-FLFP is explained by gendered care responsibilities. Women from low-FLFP coun-
tries tend to be ‘tied movers’, as they arrive in Sweden as wives and mothers and
thereby start their integration process from a disadvantaged position, as compared both
to men from their own country and to women from more gender-equal countries.
However, on average, these women also continue to have more children and, in fact,
fertility after arrival stands out as main mechanism for explaining correlation between
source country FLFP and establishment in Sweden. In sum, we show that women from
traditional countries are disadvantaged not only in relation to other immigrant women
but also vis-a-vis men from their own country and in both cases family roles
are important.
These findings can be interpreted as a further confirmation of the culture hypothesis,

as they point to the importance of continuing behavior in line with gender-traditional
norms. However, two main qualifications must be made. First, in the gender separate
regressions, the proxies signifying gender responsibilities become non-significant once
education is controlled for. Arguably, education can be regarded as an indirect effects of
cultural gender norms since many of these countries still favor boys and men in terms
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of education (UNESCO 2012). Clearly, however, causal directions cannot be established
in a cross-sectional analysis and while low education is a prime obstacle for entering
the Swedish labor market, immigrant women lacking the required skills may also be
more inclined to focus on their maternal role. Here, it should be noted that Sweden’s
extensive family policies also encourage fertility (Bj€orklund 2006). Second, the import-
ance of family roles appears mainly at the group level. Clearly, immigrant communities
could be an important link between source country norms and labor market establish-
ment, particularly considering the importance of informal recruitment and ethnic net-
works (see e.g., OECD 2016). However, since contextual effects can also be spurious,
further exploration is required. Finally, we have not been able to account for factors
such as health, which differ between male and female immigrants (Shafeek Amin 2014)
and are also related to gendered care responsibilities (e.g., Angelov, Johansson, and
Lindahl 2020).
All in all, both the contributions and the limitations of our study point to the need for

further research. To better understand how cultural gender beliefs are sustained and/or
weakened the approach of the source country literature, a research on immigrant integra-
tion more generally, could benefit from insights from research on gender inequality in
work and family. As argued by Glass (2014:3) "a gendered approach deepens our under-
standing of global processes by illuminating how cultural constructions underlie the logics
of work and labor regimes" and, therefore, samples of immigrants from different cultures
can also be used to explore the gender-equalizing power of host country institutions,
either in comparative designs or with in-depth single-country studies. Preferably, such
studies should take long-term view that can capture the importance welfare state support
for immigrant women’s integration through, e.g., through adult education and child care
provision. Finally, our findings suggest that policy makers should consider the combined
labor market risks related to female gender and immigrant status and devise integration
policies that facilitate work-family reconciliation.

Notes
1. In general, immigrant integration has not been systematically studied from a gender

perspective. Studies indicate that initially, immigrant women fall behind men in labour
market establishment but, at least in Sweden/Scandinavia, gender gaps appear to narrow
over time (see e.g., Leibig and Tronstad 2018, Bevelander and Irastorza 2014, Hernes et al.
2020). However, the mechanisms behind these patterns have not been thoroughly analysed.

2. Previously, Finseraas and Kotsedam (2017) have compared early labour market outcomes
for male and female siblings among second generation immigrants. To our knowledge,
however, no study has explored how source country FLFP rates relate to the overall gender
gaps in immigrants labour market establishment and their relation to gendered care
responsibilities.

3. Multi-level regressions have been used in a few studies addressing source country effects on
labour market integration with different approaches (Finseraas and Kotsedam 2017; van
Tubergen, Maas, and Flap 2004), however none of these has explored the importance of
gendered work-family roles.

4. Country-comparative evidence suggests that also the country of destination matters
(Bredtman and Otten 2013; cf. van Tubergen et al. 2004) and in the two Scandinavian
studies the FLFP-correlation is weaker than in US samples, both for first and second
generations of immigrant women (Finseraas and Kotsedam 2017; Neuman 2018).
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5. To be sure not to overestimate exclusion, we also included parental leave payments in the
income variable.

6. There is no consensus in the field regarding country-level controls and while GDP is
broadly used, studies tend to use very different country-level variables. In our study, these
controls seem less pertinent for different reasons. We study gender gaps and compare the
size of the FLFP- effect for men and women but not with other studies. Also, we study
directly the immigrant groups from different countries (which may differ from the overall
population in the source countries in terms of education, etc.

7. The underlying idea is that families benefit economically from within-couple specialization.
In principle, the the relative productivity of the spouses determines who invests more time
and effort in either sphere but since Becker assumes that men have a higher productivity in
the labor market, the prediction is rather straightforward. The hypothesis has been
criticized for drawing on biological gender differences but Becker has argued that
discrimination of women, too, would give men a comparative advantage in the
labor market.

8. Recently, studies from the US and Canada have studied within-couple division of paid and
unpaid work and shown that couples from traditional countries divide work less equally.

9. We have assigned some countries to regions so as to minimize within-region variation.
Most notably, we included Israel in “Other Developed” (along with Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, and the U.S.), and Somalia in Western Asia and North Africa.

10. We refrain from referring to the “Middle East” given that this term is arguably Eurocentric.
11. The clustering at a group level (e.g., country level) is captured by the intra-class correlation

(ICC) which is the variance at the group-level divided by the sum of the
variance components.
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Appendix

Figure A1. Labor force participation of women and men versus relative female labor force participa-
tion rate.
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