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Dutch mothers display diverse labour market 
behaviour, though typically they work 
part-time, making modest use of childcare. It is 
generally assumed that Dutch women are free 
to make their own choices regarding 
employment. Socialized Choices shows that 
Dutch mothers are not as free from social ties 
as is often believed. The study, based on 
quantitative and qualitative research methods 
and including a concise historical analysis, 
reveals the complex and subtle socialization 
processes that affect mothers' individual work 
preferences. It also sheds light on the roles that 
parents, teachers, spouses and work colleagues 
play. 
Socialized Choices gives a deep and varied 
insight into the social factors that in�luence the 
labour market decisions of Dutch mothers, and 
raises awareness to the false assumptions that 
continue to exist regarding employment and 
motherhood. It may therefore provide a useful 
survey for policy makers, social workers, 
employers and students of sociology, gender or 
labour studies.

For her research, Justine Ruitenberg was af�iliated as a 
PhD-student at the Amsterdam Institute for Advanced 
Labour Studies, at the University of Amsterdam. She 
works as a project leader of research programs at the 
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Introduction  

 

Women, especially mothers, display diverse working patterns within the Dutch 
labour market. In the year 2010, 32.4 per cent of Dutch mothers1 were not in paid 
work or worked less than 12 hours a week, while 42.5 per cent worked between 
12 and 24 hours a week and 13.8 per cent worked 25 to 35 hours a week; only 
11.3 per cent worked 36 hours or more (CBS-Statline, 2011). This study is 
dedicated to the investigation of the origins of Dutch women’s diverse labour 
market behaviour. More precisely, the study is aimed at revealing recognisable 
patterns within Dutch mothers’ diverse labour market behaviour by exploring the 
heterogeneous decision-making and micro-socialization processes underlying 
their current labour market behaviour.  

Theoretically, this study makes use of some essential insights from social 
psychology and micro economical theory, and yet the main research area from 
which explanations of mothers’ diverse labour market behaviour have been 
derived is the micro-interactional level of sociology. The interpretation of social 
life on a micro-interactional level originated from phenomenology and symbolic 
interactionism (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Layder, 1994; Mead, 1934; Wallace 
and Wolf, 2006). Within this school of sociology it is believed that in order to 
understand human activity one must focus on the level of the individual, rather 
than on social systems as a whole, because people make crucial life decisions on 
this level. Nonetheless, this study acknowledges that in order to understand 
everyday experience, we must also trace the external social relations (or the social 
system) that provide the conditions of social interaction (Layder, 1994, p.165). 
Society is not merely constructed of individuals, but rather people’s daily 
encounters are intimately linked to the institutionalised features of social systems. 
The study therefore starts with an analysis of the meaningful worlds of Dutch 
mothers, and the socio-historical and institutional context of the Netherlands. In 
line with Layder (1994), social institutions and social interaction are viewed as 
different aspects or layers of social reality, but these two social layers are 
mutually dependent and deeply implicated in each other.2 

Special emphasis is put on how people’s responses and anticipations to social 
reality are patterned by their own perceived realities. People define their social 

                                                           
1  Women with at least one child younger than 18 years old living at home. 
2  The social system, which consists of different, often hierarchical, patterning structures, enables as 

well as constrains individuals in their actions. These different layers of autonomous society are 
human constructions themselves, and the social encounters of individuals and groups are able to 
restructure and reform such social institutions (Layder, 1994; also Giddens, 1984). 
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situations as real, and such a definition has consequences for their behaviour. 
Human activity cannot be understood without paying attention to the subjective 
meanings of the definitions that people apply to their own situations (Thomas’ 
theorem in Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.202). Phenomenological sociologists 
question these subjective meanings, which are perceived by members of society 
as so real as to be taken-for-granted, by making them explicit and understanding 
them as social constructs instead. Furthermore, phenomenological sociologists 
contend that people’s perceptions of reality depend on a prior micro-level 
socialization process, wherein people have internalized the social expectations of 
significant others in their surroundings (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Bandura, 
1977). This study mainly explores how diverse socialization processes have 
influenced and structured the values and attitudes of mothers, both in terms of 
gender and of employment. The theoretical argument here is that a mother’s 
socialized (or internalized) values and attitudes colour her perception of what is 
normal, what is possible, and what she believes others expect her to do. All of 
these ‘social’ perceptions result in an individual work preference and 
subsequently influence labour market behaviour. 

The political relevance of this study is apparent in current Dutch Government 
targets to stimulate labour market participation among women in all sectors of the 
Dutch labour market (Budget Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 2013, 
art. 25, p.27). The political goal is aimed especially at stimulating cultural change 
among women, in order to increase their interest in achieving economic 
independence. Since 2009 the number of Dutch women considered to be 
economically independent has been 52 per cent3, compared to 74 per cent of men 
(Merens, Hartgers and Van den Brakel, 2012).4 Moreover, included among the 
current policy targets of the government are the following: better integration of 
younger women in traditionally male occupations and education (i.e. technical 
and IT courses) in order to make the labour market less gender segregated5; 
enhanced vertical mobility of women so as to increase their number in senior 
management positions; and thirdly, to bridge the remuneration gap between men 
and women (Budget Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, 2012, 2013, 
Coalition Agreement 2012; Merens et al., 2012). In light of these policies, it is 
useful to understand the grounds upon which women actually base their 
employment decisions.  

                                                           
3  Defined as having a net monthly income of more than 900 euros.  
4  Recent research shows that Dutch women who are not economically independent are often not 

aware of the financial risks of their situation. They feel independent with their small salary, and 
are not concerned with the possibility that their partner's income might decrease or fall out through 
divorce, illness or unemployment (De Hoog and Van Egten, 2012, p.69). 

5  Women are overrepresented in the health care, educational and cultural sectors, and 
underrepresented in all other sectors. In the healthcare sector 80 per cent of employees are women, 
and in education and culture 60 per cent of employees are women. In all other sectors, women 
have less employment representation, especially in industry and construction where only 17 per 
cent are women. (Merens et al., 2012, p.57). In non-profit sectors women account for two thirds of 
the employees, and in the private sector for one third. 
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The narrative of choice is characteristic of the current public discourse on 
female employment behaviour (Beagan, Chapman, D’Sylva and Basset, 2008, 
p.666). Concepts such as individualism and the possibility of self-agency6 have 
created the expectation that people are able to make their own decisions, and so 
are appropriately responsible for their own choices (Everingham, Stevenson, and 
Warner-Smith, 2007). Since employment equality has formally been achieved, by 
way of the provision of childcare facilities and family-friendly policies, together 
with processes of secularisation, individualisation and the greater acceptance of 
non-familial roles for women and more familial roles for men (Sullivan, 2004), 
women believe that they have equal employment opportunities to men, and are 
free to do what they want. Now more than ever, the decisions of how many hours 
one works are perceived as being based upon personal inclinations towards 
family and work, rather than the effects of institutional and moral influences 
(McDonald, Bradley and Guthrie, 2006, p.472).  

The modern perception of oneself and one’s identity as something involving 
choices and decisions stems from the loss of tradition in current society.  “The 
loss of tradition means that people have to decide on their lifestyle, their 
relationships with people, and the sort of people they are going to be” (in 
Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.190-191). This line of reasoning has become 
especially incorporated within public debate. In the contemporary discussion, 
people often assume female employment to be a private issue and a matter of free 
choice. This is exemplified by the following quote: “Whether women work or not 
is a private choice that no one hundred governments can enforce. Women are 
perfectly capable themselves to make these choices about care and work.” 7 

In this study it is argued that the perception of women’s labour market 
activities as based on ‘free choices’ tends to neglect not only the interaction of 
their activities within structural surroundings8, but also the way that actions are 
entrenched within normative cultural beliefs about ‘the proper thing to do’ at 
different (micro-, meso- and macro-) societal levels and the extent to which these 
factors can influence women’s employment aspirations (Ridgeway and Correl, 
2004). In line with Komter (1990b), it is argued that through the conviction of 
‘free choice’, the inner obligation and moral standard of being a good housewife, 
mother and wife has become ‘invisible’. Or as Beagan et al. (2008) describe it, 
societal gender expectations have gone underground. “Experiencing constraints 
of women such as longer work hours, a double burden of paid and unpaid work, 
and unstable childcare are seen as individual obstacles that have nothing to do 
with gender” (Beagan et al., 2008, p.666). Phrased differently, the rhetoric of free 
choice creates the idea that people’s decisions have been cut free from social 

                                                           
6   Self-agency can be defined as the feeling of an individual to be able to cause one's own actions and 

their outcome (Aarts et al., 2009). 
7  “SGP verwart keuzevrijheid vrouwen met uitholling Nederlands welzijn”, Sandra Schoppers, 

zaterdag 10 november 2007, de Volkskrant. 
8  Such as social policies and laws, occupational structures, and the system and conjuncture of labour 

market. 
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structures. Smart argues that this is a very unrealistic notion; what these theories 
miss is connectedness (Smart, 2007). Connectedness - the view that an 
individual’s action is always related and embedded with his or her social 
environment - is central to socialization theory. Socialization theory provides us 
with an explanation of how and why gender-specific labour market trajectories 
persist.9 It argues, for example, that culturally-defined gender roles are ‘taught’, 
meaning that children learn to distinguish female and male role expectations from 
an early age (Ampogo, 2001; Bandura 1977; Berger and Luckmann, 1967; 
Handel, 2006).  

The narrative of free choice towards work seems especially applicable in the 
Netherlands. Existing Dutch labour time laws10 and social arrangements at branch 
level, between employers’ organisations and trade unions, enable part-time work 
(Kremer, 2007; Tijdens, 2006; Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schipper, 2010; Visser 
and Hemerick, 1997). In almost all advanced economies, women have a 
preference for part-time work, but in many countries social institutions within 
welfare regimes constrain the ability of translating people’s preferences into 
behaviour (Fagan, 2001; Jacob, 2008; Hakim, 2003b, p.341; McDonald et al., 
2006; Reynolds, 2003). In the Netherlands, Dutch women seem to have more 
opportunities to ‘choose’ their preferred working pattern (Plantenga, 2002), and 
Hakim presumes that for this reason Dutch women have, compared to other 
affluent societies, one of the highest satisfaction levels concerning their work 
hours (Hakim, 2003d, p.76).  

However, social institutions in the Netherlands have not resulted in a uniform 
part-time labour market pattern for Dutch women. Moreover, it is increasingly 
recognised that national institutional and societal norms do not work out equally 
for every woman; on the contrary, “there is mounting evidence for differential 
effects on different types of women” (Steiber and Haas, 2012, p.359). Conse-
quently, not only in the Netherlands, but in most other Western countries too, the 
female employment pattern is heterogeneous. This study aims to achieve a better 
understanding of such variation. 

Of particular interest in this study is the notion that people do not solely live 
in one normative social system. People are involved in multiple social settings or 
circles, and each circle has its own normative and cultural system, with specific 
rules, norms and values. On a micro-level, therefore, life has specific and 
different constituents for every single woman, although at many levels 
contradictions between the different settings exist. “Putting it differently, no child 
is simply born into society but rather into particular locations in society – a 
social class, an ethnic group, a type of neighbourhood. The socialization agents 

                                                           
9  Symbolic interactionists define gender as an ongoing role, continuously taking place in social 

interaction, wherein women and men perform and sustain their own femininity and masculinity 
(West and Zimmerman, 1987). 

10  The Working Hours Adjustment Act of 2000 gives an employee the right to request a reduction of 
work hours, unless the employer can prove that this would jeopardise the company's interests (Van 
Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010). 
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in different social segments present different expectations to children, who will, 
accordingly, have different socialization experiences” (Handel, 2006, p.17). 
People cannot simply accept each set of roles for them. Throughout their lives, 
people establish an acceptable position for themselves out of all these 
contradictions (Eagle, 1988).  Accordingly, even if people live in a single 
normative system on a macro level, like a society or region, they also live in 
different and discerning sub-societies. These sub-societies are patterned by 
personal social backgrounds and by the distributive dimension of the social 
system, reflected in patterning of the allocation of resources (Layder, 1994, 
p.143). Each sub-system has its own specific normative standards, and therefore 
individuals are able to hold different attitudes and perform numerous forms of 
behaviour.  

In explaining how women arrive at diverse labour market choices, I argue that 
one should focus on these different social settings, which vary depending on 
different personal biographies and social networks, and many of which existed 
prior to their experience of entering motherhood (Blair-Loy, 2003; Duncan, 
2005). Nevertheless, it is not only important to understand that work preferences 
develop within different social relational and hierarchical contexts, but also how 
such preferences develop. The motivation for this study extends to questioning 
which values and attitudes of these social networks influence career-relevant 
preferences and attitudes for women. The central question of this study is: 

Can specific (micro) socialization processes explain the current differences 
among Dutch mothers’ gender and work values, attitudes and work preferences, 
and how, in turn, do work preferences affect mothers’ labour market behaviour? 
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Outline of the thesis 

 

This research, which aims at a better understanding of mothers’ diverse labour 
market decisions, is carried out in the Netherlands. The wider structural and 
cultural context of the Netherlands is therefore relevant. The first chapter will 
provide a concise historical overview of the Dutch context within the period 1945 
to 2012. The most important institutional and cultural turning points in relation to 
mothers’ labour market behaviour are addressed specifically, such as the enduring 
cultural Dutch tradition of ‘proud’ housewives (Kloek, 2009), which became 
brittle at the end of the ‘60s with the plea of Joke Smit (1967), and the typically 
Dutch ‘polder’ solutions of the ‘80s which, as remedies for the declining 
economy, create possibilities for part-time work. This chapter ends with the 
question of whether part-time work has, by 2012, put a stall on the emancipation 
process, since part-time work for mothers seems to have turned into a moral 
obligation rather than an alternative choice.  

In chapter two, the main theoretical grounds of this study are described. 
Research areas where I could find explanations for different employment 
decisions on a micro level are micro-economic theory (Becker, 1965), the theory 
of planned behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1973, 2005), preference theory 
(Hakim, 2000, 2003a-d) and socialization theory (Bandura, 1977; Berger and 
Luckmann, 1967; Handel, 2006). The theory of planned behaviour is useful since 
it understands that the influence of attitudes, subjective norms and perceived 
behavioural control (the sense of self-agency) on behaviour is mediated by 
intentions (what a person intends to do or would do in a certain situation). Within 
this study, intentions are understood as preferences (the number of hours a person 
wants to work). It is assumed theoretically that (gender and work) values and 
attitudes affect work preferences, and that work preferences in turn have impacts 
on the labour market behaviour of Dutch mothers.  Previous research has shown 
that the causal relationships between values and attitudes on the one hand, and 
preferences and labour market behaviour on the other, are not unambiguous 
causal relationships, but are reciprocal and can be contradictory as well. Such an 
understanding of the attitudinal-behavioural relationship is acknowledged in this 
study, however my primary concern is to look toward the more consistent and 
robust areas of values, attitudes, and therefore also of preferences, by revealing 
their social roots. Subsequently, the main assumption of this study is that 
preferences do not arise in a void, but rather are (at least partly) embedded within 
prior social relations, by means of individuals’ socially-shaped values and 
attitudes, on which their preferences are based. To understand how values and 
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attitudes are shaped by the influences of significant others, I make use of the 
theoretical insights of socialization theory. It is theorised that in order to 
understand individuals’ values, attitudes and preferences, it is important to shed 
light on the construction and reconstruction of these attitudes and preferences 
within prior micro social relational contexts. In socialization theory, the 
intergenerational relationships of early life, and other social relational contexts 
later in life (in the form of teachers, partners, friends and colleagues) are viewed 
as vital social contexts within which individuals’ values and attitudes are shaped 
(Bandura, 1977; Berger and Luckmann, 1967).  

Chapter three is based on the first empirical qualitative study, which explores 
whether and how mothers with differences in working patterns also differ in their 
‘narratives of choice’ and their values and attitudes towards work, gender and 
motherhood. This is achieved via 39 semi-structured interviews with mothers 
living in Amsterdam, The Netherlands. This qualitative study reveals a typology 
of Dutch mothers based around the variety of their narratives of choice and 
considerations regarding paid and unpaid work and motherhood. Similarities 
emerged in the narratives of all of these interviewed mothers, despite their diverse 
work preferences and subsequent behaviour. These similarities include a 
‘narrative of non-complaining’ regarding their spouses’ contribution to the unpaid 
work, accompanied by a disappearance of gender concerns.  

Mothers’ diverse work preferences and subsequent decisions are not only 
examined with qualitative research, but also with a quantitative analysis. Chapter 
four is based on a quantitative structural path analysis of a representative national 
survey among 935 Dutch mothers. The analysis demonstrates that the effect of 
values and gender and work attitudes on a mother’s labour market behaviour is 
largely mediated by the variable work preference, which influence on actual 
labour participation appears much larger than the influence of objective 
background characteristics. Secondly, the analysis shows that part of work 
preferences and related gender values and attitudes are influenced by the labour 
market participation of the respondent’s mother during childhood. It is assumed 
that this stable part has a balancing effect on otherwise more flexible work 
preferences. Dutch mothers’ preferred number of work hours seems therefore to 
be, to some extent, a good predicator of her future labour market behaviour.  

In chapter five, I dive deeper into socialization factors by examining whether 
and which parental values and attitudes, remembered from childhood, still affect 
Dutch mothers’ current general and personal gender attitudes. This cross-
sectional analysis is based on the same large national sample of Dutch mothers. 
The analysis shows that parental socialization (via mental and verbal codes) plays 
a role in explaining both mothers’ general gender values and their personal 
gender attitude (i.e. their ideal family life).  In this chapter, I also demonstrate the 
impact of perceived professional and career support by significant others on a 
mother’s current general gender values and her personal general attitude. Job 
encouragement earlier in life by significant others such as teachers, partners, 
colleagues and supervisors, relate to a mother’s present egalitarian gender values 
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and attitudes.  Besides these social influences, the quantitative analysis shows that 
a mother’s personal ideal family life strongly relates to her own general gender 
values (also socially embedded), her marital status and her educational level.  

The following chapter (chapter six) functions as an intermezzo: in this 
chapter, the separate path-analyses addressed in the previous two chapters 
(chapters four and five), are put into one large path-analysis. The aim of this 
chapter is to examine how the different main (dependent) variables of this study – 
namely labour market behaviour, work preferences, personal gender attitudes and 
general gender values – relate to each other, while allowing for control variables 
and also examining the influence of primary and secondary socialization factors. 
The results of this extensive analysis are described herein. An advantage of such 
analysis is that I can also explain the work attitudes ‘I work in order to be 
economically independent’ and ‘I like to work’ as dependent variables, which is 
relevant because these work attitudes are significantly related to a mother’s work 
preference.  In particular, the analysis shows that a mother’s adherence to 
financial autonomy can largely be explained by the influence of parental 
socialization during childhood.  

In chapter seven, which is also based on the qualitative analysis of the 39 in-
depth interviews with Dutch mothers, I address the range, direction and intensity 
of the social influence of significant others on mothers’ current gender and work 
attitudes. In this chapter it is shown how life histories of women, in particular of 
being exposed to the behaviour, attitudes, and support of their parents, and also 
the perceived support of their partner and people at work, have shaped and re-
enforced mothers’ present gender and work attitudes, referring to the process of 
self-selection and reality-maintenance. In other words, people (often 
subconsciously and automatically) look for social relationships that are likely to 
confirm their identities (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). 

In chapter eight (the synthesis), besides summarising the most important 
findings of the study, I also confront the similarities and differences of the 
qualitative findings and quantitative results, while simultaneously addressing the 
merits and limits of both research methods. While comparing the results of the 
two methods, the findings mainly demonstrate a mutual correspondence. The two 
methods supplement each other, providing a method through which a 
comprehensive and subtle understanding of the heterogeneous labour market 
decisions among Dutch mothers, as well as their relations with diverse 
socialization processes, could be understood. This section describes how mothers’ 
individual work preferences, that come to form the basis of their employment 
actions, are enmeshed in recognisable patterns of social interactions, having their 
roots in childhood and being intertwined with social institutions and cultural 
forms. 

The book ends with an epilogue (chapter nine) in which I consider the 
limitations of the study, pose some questions for future research, and address 
some relevant political implications. 
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Chapter 1 

Socio-structural developments in the Netherlands 1945-2012 in 
relation to female employment patterns 

1.1 Introduction 

In recent decades, especially in the Netherlands, there has been a remarkable shift 
in perspective from the notion of the worker as household wage earner – the 
(mostly male) breadwinner – towards that of the worker as an individual, 
regardless of household and family members. Women are now, like men, 
expected to spend the majority of their lives simultaneously performing the roles 
of spouse, worker and parent. Dutch government targets are set to encourage all 
individuals to work, and to reach an active labour force of 80 per cent in 2020, 
compared with the current labour market participation of 76 per cent11 (Budget 
Ministry of Employment and Social Affairs, 2012). In 2011, 68 per cent of Dutch 
women (aged 20-64) belonged to the labour force compared to 85 per cent of men 
(Merens et al., 2012, p.53). However, society’s normative expectations of men 
and women remain gender specific, and the occupational, hierarchical and 
remuneration structure of the labour market is enduringly gender segregated 
(Merens et al., 2012).   

In the second half of the last century, the labour market participation of Dutch 
women increased enormously. In 1950, approximately 25 per cent of all women 
were employed, often in nursing, (basic) education, as shop assistants or as 
secretaries (Tijdens, 2006). Only 10 per cent of married Dutch women were in 
paid labour in 1947, and in 1960 only 7 per cent, compared with 30 per cent of 
married English women and 33 per cent of married French women in the same 
period (Kloek, 2009, p.195). Nowadays the labour market participation of 
married women is not monitored, as it is no longer considered relevant. Because 
‘marriage’ was previously almost synonymous with ‘family’, the corresponding 
relevant figure now in use is the labour market participation rate of women with 
children. This participation rate among women aged 20 to 64 years, and with at 
least one child younger than 18 years, was 72 per cent in 2011 (Merens et al., 
2012, p.56).   

Working mothers with a partner and children living at home work the fewest 
hours of all women, approximately 24 hours a week, whereas their partners work 
more than any other group of men: 40.6 hours a week. 12 Additionally, men and 

                                                           
11  Percentage of people aged between 20 and 64 that are willing to work at least 12 hours a week. 
12  Mothers without a partner work less, but where they do, they work more hours: 27.8 hours. Higher 

educated women work more compared to lower educated women. In 2011, 74 per cent of 
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women are not divided equally among sectors; moreover, horizontal segregation 
has increased in the last few years (Merens et al., 2012).  

Particularly interesting in the Dutch labour market is that, compared to other 
Western countries, the employment pattern of Dutch women is the most 
differentiated (table 1). The employment pattern of Dutch men is also the most 
differentiated compared to that of the other countries; the difference with women 
is that men’s part-time employment is mainly practiced at the periods in the life 
cycle during which they do not have family responsibilities (age 15-25 & 55-65).  

Table 1. Labour participation patterns of men and women of working age (aged 15 to 
64) in selected OECD countries, 2011 
 Men  Women 

Work hours 0  1-19  20-34  ≥35  0  1-19  20-34  ≥35 

Belgium 32.9 2.1 5.5 59.5  43.3 8.1 18.5 30.1 

Denmark 24.1 7.8 5.1 63.0  29.6 11.1 18.8 40.5 

Finland 29.1 3.4 6.3 61.2  32.5 5.4 11.4 50.7 

France 31.9 1.7 4.1 62.3  40.3 5.2 13.5 41.0 

Germany 22.6 4.5 3.9 69.0  32.3 14.0 18.3 35.4 

Italy 32.5 1.5 4.7 61.2  53.5 4.4 14.2 27.9 

Japan 19.8 2.7 10.4 66.7  39.7 6.3 21.0 32.7 

Netherlands 20.2 9.3 10.9 59.5  30.1 21.7 31.9 16.3 

Spain 35.9 1.4 3.6 59,1  47.2 4.2 10.9 37.7 

Sweden 23.7 3.7 7.1 65.4  28.1 5.7 20.3 45.9 

United Kingdom 24.5 4.9 6.5 64.1  34.7 13.8 18.1 33.4 

United States 28.6 2.6 6.4 62.4  38.0 4.5 11.2 46.4 

OECD 
Countries 27.0 3.1 6.3 63.6  43.3 6.6 13.0 37.1 

Source: OECD Statistics 

This large variation makes the Netherlands a suitable case to study the causes of 
the variation in labour market participation of mothers. Why do some mothers 
have a full-time job, while most other work part-time or are not employed at all? 
Nevertheless, before I investigate this question theoretically and empirically on a 
micro-level, I will discuss the historical context of cultural and structural 
characteristics of Dutch society in relation to female employment. Mothers’ 
actions and interactions on a micro-level are embedded (enabled and constrained) 
within these ‘impersonal and endurable’ socio-structural and historical 
characteristics on a macro-level.  

                                                                                                                                    
university level women had a job of 28 hours or more per week, and 58 per cent of the higher 
polytechnic educated women. Among women with an intermediate polytechnic educational level 
or lower, circa 30 per cent worked less than 28 hours, and 20 per cent had a full-time job (Merens 
et al., 2012). 
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1.2 1945-1960 Breadwinners and housewives 

As mentioned, after World War II, the labour market participation of women was 
particularly low in the Netherlands when compared to other Western countries. 
Various explanations are acknowledged for this low female participation level in 
the Netherlands: the long and strong cultural tradition of housewives (Kloek, 
2009, p.194), late industrialisation and the introduction of wage labour (Kremer, 
2007, p.91; Pott-Buter, 1993). Furthermore, relatively high productivity rates 
permitted a lower labour market participation rate among women (Plantenga, 
1993). Other reasons cited include Dutch neutrality during the First World War 
(when women were not needed in the labour market), Dutch religious 
characteristics, high birth rates and Dutch prosperity (Kremer, 2007, p.60; Smidt, 
2005). 

Kloek (2009) describes how in the Netherlands during the 1950s and 1960s, 
the ideal of women as housewives and men as breadwinners reached its most 
‘glorious’ days. The domestic standards for Dutch housewives could not have 
been higher. Never were the rooms so clean (at a time when houses also became 
bigger and housemaids disappeared almost entirely), the dinners so nice, fashion 
followed with such close interest, and the upbringing of children taken so 
seriously (Kloek, 2009). The figuration ideal13 in this period is referred to, 
especially within marriage, as harmonious inequality (Komter, 1990b; Stolk and 
Wouters, 1983). It is deemed ‘unequal’, because women did not have, either 
formally or informally, the same privileges as men, and ‘harmonious’ because 
these inequalities within the public and private spheres were not perceived as 
unfair. The state of affairs was taken for granted and assumed to be the way it 
should be. 

For women, especially for mothers, it was not considered necessary or even 
desirable to join the labour market. The general tendency was that in a 
functioning welfare state, families should be able to afford to have their children 
at home. The family was perceived as the cornerstone of Dutch society, and 
professional childcare was regarded as immoral (Kremer, 2007). A mother’s 
natural role was to occupy herself with household chores and raising children. 
The husband earned the family income and had full rights to wages and social 
security; for a woman, marriage was her social security. Most girls had only a 
short educational training, and worked until they got married. In 1970, 90 per cent 
of girls married, on average at the age of 23 years old (Tijdens, 2006).   

In the background of this breadwinner ideology, the typically Dutch social 
structure of pillarization or columnization also existed: namely, the presence of 
various kinds of organisations sharing similar goals but with different 
denominational bases. In the Netherlands, four such pillars existed: Catholic, 

                                                           
13  Figuration ideals can be described as ideals or moral views (including mechanisms of inequality) 

that exist within and outside people and function as interdependent chains between people 
dissolving the micro and macro level (Stolk and Wouters, 1983; Layder, 1994, p.115).  
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Protestant, social democratic and neutral. Within these pillars, there was strong 
ideological agreement, and therefore pillarization was above all else a cultural 
feature of Dutch society. Each pillar had its own communication channels - 
television, newspapers, political parties, the church and so on – through which 
attitudes and norms were imposed, especially by the bourgeois, upon the Dutch 
population. As a result, the existing norms were able to be maintained. Despite 
the different ideologies and religions, there was a broad consensus about the 
natural division of labour between spouses in order to guarantee its future. 
Women’s natural role was to be a mother and a homemaker (Kremer, 2007, p.91; 
Plantenga, 1993; Pott-Buter, 1993).   

1.3 1970-1980 Structural and cultural revolutions  

At the end of the 1960s, society started to change rapidly, in terms of both culture 
and morality, through processes of democratisation, secularisation, 
individualization and the end of the pillarization system, which all peaked in the 
1970s (Kremer, 2007). The period also became known for the end of formal 
barriers towards female employment, although some legal benefits for 
breadwinner families still remained (such as the breadwinner bonus), symbolising 
a double morality towards working mothers starting in this period within Dutch 
society.  

In the 1970s, the traditional self-evident routines and divisions of labour 
within families became heavily criticised. Although the work of a housewife had 
become physically much lighter through technical innovations, it became 
perceived as mentally exhausting, and led to a new condition - the housewife 
syndrome (Kloek, 2009, p.212). The cliché of the Dutch housewife was viewed 
differently: she was no longer praiseworthy because of her dedication to the 
household, but rather her isolation was now seen as sad (Kloek, 2009, p.210; also 
Brinkgreve, 1988). In 1967, a Dutch sociological journal, De Gids, published 
Joke Smit’s plea, entitled ‘the discontent of women’, in which the female figure 
pleaded against the drudgery and seclusion of housewifery, while promoting an 
equal division of labour and care between men and women. This article is often 
referred to as the start of the Second Feminist Wave in the Netherlands (Tijdens, 
2006).  

The most important aim of the women’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s 
was equality: equal opportunities and access to the labour market, equal division 
of power and an equal division of household labour and care between men and 
women. In some higher educated couples, the existing unequal power relations 
between men and women became reason for manifest conflict (Komter, 1990a). 
The following quote from the research of Komter (1990a, p.35), illustrates how 
young women still had their hopes set on marriage, but how simultaneously it had 
become permissible to openly express feelings of disappointment: 



Chapter 1 - Socio-structural developments in the Netherlands 1945-2012 

31 

“Initially I thought it (marriage) would be exciting and romantic, doing things 
together. Yet, what a disappointment! […]  (laughs).. And I had many friends, 
who married as well in the same period, but after a month we stood crying at 
each other’s doorsteps, like: oh Lord, what has happened?” 

As in most other Western countries, from the 1970s onwards the Dutch labour 
market patterns of women started to change drastically. In the early 1960s, there 
had been a slight decline in female employment to 22 per cent; by 1970, women’s 
participation levels had already increased to 30 per cent (Tijdens, 2006). 
Important reasons for this growth include changes in the Dutch labour market. As 
the economy was rebuilt after World War II, and continued to boom throughout 
subsequent decades, the demand for labour increased. Initially only migrant 
workers were brought in, but slowly Dutch employers came increasingly to rely 
upon women, including those who were married. Key occupational features of the 
labour market changed at this time as well. Through technological developments, 
the agricultural and industrial sectors shrunk rapidly. The service sector economy 
of white-collar jobs also grew, especially in the Netherlands. Jobs in this sector 
could more easily be executed by women, and were also suitable on a part-time 
basis. This general process can be described as one creating jobs for secondary 
and part-time work, occupations which are sometimes referred to as ‘dead-end’ 
jobs, where one’s career is not the primary reason for taking on the work (Hakim, 
2000; Sanders and Beekes, 1993).  Yet, Tijdens (2006) argued that, on the whole, 
the creation of part-time work was a positive development, because for large 
groups of Dutch women it became possible to cross their private-public threshold, 
and enter the labour market.  

Through technological developments, it was not only the demand side of the 
labour market that changed significantly, as it opened up for women, but also the 
nature of unpaid work at home. Tijdens (2006) demonstrates how between 1948 
and 1973, technology paved the way for women to enter the labour market. 
Activities that were previously done by housewives at home, such as the 
production of food and garments, were moved across to the market sector, often 
produced in less-developed countries where wages were cheaper. In addition, 
technological developments within household appliances made domestic chores 
lighter, with the innovations of freezers, central heating, electric mixers, washing 
machines and dryers. Tijdens (2006) argues that the ensuing time reductions in 
household work were one of the most important explanations for the increased 
supply of women in the labour market, as women came to desire paid 
employment jobs. 

During the same period, the overall educational level of women also 
increased, due among other reasons to the specific financial system of education 
in the Netherlands, making it possible, at least in principle, for everyone to enter 
(higher) education. The common pattern was that women with higher education 
were more inclined to enter paid labour and to work longer hours.   
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Finally, an important medical development of the 1960s across all Western 
countries was the contraceptive revolution, which gave women control over their 
fertility (Hakim, 2000). It is during this period that the caesura between ‘yes’ and 
‘no’ towards paid work shifted from marriage to motherhood - a moment that 
women could now decide for themselves (Tijdens, 2006). The introduction of the 
pill also decreased family sizes, from an average of 2.3 to 1.75 children per 
women (Bucx, 2011). A two-parent family with two children became the 
cornerstone of Dutch society.  

In the same period, almost all formal Dutch employment barriers for women, 
which had been built in order to protect the breadwinner society, were abolished, 
and the new policies brought in were especially beneficial for female 
employment. Already in 1956, married women no longer needed permission from 
their husbands to sign an employment contract. And in 1957, the ban on married 
women being active as civil servants came to an end. By 1975 there was the law 
for equal pay.14 In 1979 it became forbidden to dismiss women when they got 
married or became pregnant, and in 1980 the law for equal treatment was 
introduced (Kloek, 2009, p.213).15 Further support came from the European 
Union, obliging that European countries legislate that women and men to have 
equal access to, and treatment in, the paid labour market. And so although the 
Dutch government was slow to implement all of the requisite changes, by 1985 
most of the formal elements of discrimination between men and women had been 
terminated (Kremer, 2007, p.127). In 1986, married women also received the 
same rights as men to social security, including unemployment benefits and 
entitlement to state pension.  

And yet, at the end of the ‘70s, with the backdrop of increasing 
unemployment rates caused by the second oil crisis, the (legal) emancipation 
process became characterised by a double standard. For example, in the ‘80s, the 
‘double-earner family’ became a swearword and class dilemma in the 
Netherlands (Kremer, 2007). What was to be done with families with a double 
income, while families with no-income existed as well? Consequently, a 
transferable allowance – a bonus for single breadwinners, under which women 
were compensated indirectly for their work at home, with clear negative 
consequences for their economic independence – remained in place. It was not 
until the mid-’90s that the tax system was modernised and the breadwinners-
bonus gradually phased out. Notably, in 2007, 1.1 million people (mostly women) 
still made use of the single-breadwinner support (Merens et al., 2011).  

In 1982, the political promotion of part-time work was formally initiated in 
the so-called Agreement of Wassenaar. In this social pact, labour unions and 
employer organisations reached a consensus about the renovation of the welfare 
state – a necessary move given the high unemployment rate during that period. 
Even though labour unions were initially critical towards part-time work, since 

                                                           
14  Wet Gelijk Loon. 
15  Wet Gelijke Behandeling. 
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they expected part-time work to compete with full-time work (for example with 
reduced demands on wages and holiday days, as well as no assurance to pay the 
minimum income), a consensus was reached on the freezing of wages and the 
promotion of part-time work, with a view to creating more jobs and stimulating 
female employment (Kremer, 2007, p.172; Plantenga, 1996, p.61-62; Visser and 
Hemerijck, 1997). The agremeent resulted in several special clauses on part-time 
work in general sector agreements between labour and employer unions to 
prevent part-time work from remaining on the margins of the labour market 
(Tijdens, 2006).  

Gradually, throughout the 1980s, part-time employment among married 
women became generally accepted and, especially among higher educated 
couples, shook off the perception of being caused by a failure among men to take 
care of their families (Komter, 1990b, p.57). By 1985, 35 per cent of women were 
active in the labour market (Tijdens, 2006). Contemporaneous with increasing 
female employment rates, a modest Dutch political discussion was initiated on the 
subject of appropriate professional childcare. Women from social democratic and 
communist backgrounds became strong advocates for public childcare. 
Nevertheless, female Dutch opponents still argued that childcare was only in the 
interests of women who wanted to work, and would be contrary to the interests of 
their children (Kremer, 2007, p.171). Generally, it was viewed it was in society’s 
best interests that children be raised in a responsible way, which was within the 
realm of familial responsibility, and within which the government played no role 
(Janssens, 2003). As a consequence, no institutional provisions for professional 
childcare were embarked upon, in a period where mothers were starting to 
significantly increase their activity in the labour market.   

In general, despite the post-war developments described above, which clearly 
boosted employment opportunities for women, Dutch society was still 
hierarchically engendered through the persistence of the male breadwinner 
system (Komter, 1990b). The inner obligation to conform to the standard of being 
a good housewife, mother and wife remained, albeit informal and ‘invisible’16, 
since in the common perceptions of people, formal equality had (almost) been 
achieved (Komter, 1990b). As in other Western countries, there was a time lag 
between the application and ideology of egalitarianism in the abstract with its 
concrete manifestation in everyday domestic life (Haas, 2005; Komter, 1990b, 
p.61; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). A further observation is that mothers may well 
have feared loss of self-respect, identity and the ideology of romantic love (Haas, 
2005). According to Kane and Sanchez (1994) this gap – that which exists 
between freedom to participate in the labour force and the lack of a corresponding 

                                                           
16  Komter (1990a) distinguished three forms of power: manifest, latent and invisible power.  Within 

manifest power, there are open attempts to change the existing inequalities within power relations, 
which often result in conflict. Within latent power, there is absence of conflict although the 
unequal situation is perceived as undesirable. Invisible power is characterised by accepted norms 
and common-sense ideas, which are seen as natural (self-evident) facts and therefore 
unquestioned, although unequal power relations are present. 
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changes in the home – can be understood by the fact that the former seem to be 
more comfortably received by both men and women than altered roles at home. 
“Women may feel that criticism of domestic inequality constitutes a personal 
attack on the men in their lives” (Kane and Sanchez, 1994, p.1081-1082). To 
criticise inequalities in the labour market seemed more distant and less specific to 
their men.  

Hochschild (1989) characterised the cultural situation in the ‘80s as a ‘stalled 
gender revolution’. The fact that mothers had started to do paid work outside the 
home was revolutionary. Yet the delay in the revolution came from the fact that 
neither women’s jobs nor their men changed as rapidly or profoundly. Brinkgreve 
argued that since the division of labour at home only changed with some 
difficulty, and since the abolishment of the housewife ideal had not led to a new 
archetype or fresh guidelines for behaviour, by the end of the 1980s, the 
liberation of women also gradually became viewed as a burden (Brinkgreve, 
1988). Mothers with jobs, who were now occupied both as housewives and 
employees, had actually doubled their workload. A relatively small group of 
feminists who had managed to ‘break through’ the accepted fabric of social life 
and escape the trap of becoming a housewife were faced with three possible 
disillusions: living alone involuntarily, being childless involuntarily, or being a 
single parent involuntarily (Stacey (1986) in Brinkgreve, 1988, p.11).  

With respect to the present study, it is worth mentioning that the women who 
became mothers during the ‘70s were, almost without exception, daughters of 
traditional mothers. In other words, they had no parental example of how to 
combine motherhood and work, and no example of how to share household and 
childcare tasks with their partners. This led to psychological tensions between old 
and new life perspectives, since there were discrepancies between the ideals and 
normative standards of how these women were raised as young girls, and the 
liberty and claims they could now make as young adults (Brinkgreve, 1988, p.16). 
It is also noteworthy that it was these very mothers in the ‘60s and ‘70s (who 
could have been single or working mothers but most likely (65 per cent) were 
‘just’ traditional housewives) whose daughters went on to become the mothers 
with young children being addressed in this present research.         

1.4 1990-2010 A new consensus: the modified bread-winner model 

In the ‘90s, the emancipation process gradually changed from moral to practical 
idealism. The liberation of women from their homes and their economic 
dependence on men was no longer an ideological question, but became above all 
an economic argument. An important symbolic turning point was the report of the 
scientific Council for Government Policy entitled ‘A Working Perspective’ 
(WRR 1990).  “The report stated that in the Netherlands a large amount of 
human capital was wasted because women were largely inactive, and for the 
sustainable welfare state, particularly in the light of the aging society, it is 
crucial to invest in female labour market participation” (Kremer, 2007, p.92). 
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Work was now being seen as the best way both to emancipate and to become 
financially independent (Kremer, 2007, p.128). In 1990 every Dutch citizen was 
expected to be financially independent (Kloek, 2009, p.213). In 1996, this also 
included single mothers. And, as mentioned, the Government introduced several 
measures to legally protect part-time work, resulting in the Working Hours 
Adjustment Act of 2000, under which an employer could only refuse a request 
from an employee for a part-time contract if they could prove that this would 
jeopardise the company’s interests (Plantenga, 2002; Van Doorne-Huiskes and 
Schippers, 2010).  

The report of the WRR also advised the state to strongly invest in childcare. 
And in the ‘90s, all political and corporatist parties agreed that childcare was 
necessary in order to raise women’s productivity, resulting in the commencement 
of various parental leave schemes and childcare arrangements.  

Parental leave was introduced in 1991 and had a typically Dutch design: the 
leave could only be taken on a part-time basis and was exclusively aimed at those 
working more than 20 hours a week, thus excluding many women (Kremer, 2007, 
p.143). The leave was generally unpaid - only about 5 per cent of the collective 
agreements included paid leave, and state employees were compensated as well 
(75 per cent of their wage). This measure was also used as a temporary payment 
for part-time work (Kremer, 2007, p.149). In the present day, the Dutch parental 
leave scheme (mostly) contains a 26-week unpaid allowance for men and women, 
which is scarce compared to neighbouring countries (Plantenga, 2008, p.29). 
Additionally, primary school schedules are not synchronised with work 
schedules, so parental leave arrangements are often used to fill these time gaps. 

Since the 1990s the Dutch government has invested structurally in childcare, 
culminating in the implementation of the Childcare Law in 2005 (Bommer, 
2010). This law is perceived as a modern law, since its logic is to create a 
professional and competitive market among day-care centres via the demands and 
actions of parents, thereby increasing the centres’ overall quality and price. 
Parents themselves decide on which day-care centre they choose and also the 
number of hours they purchase, and in return, depending on their income, they 
receive a tax contribution from the government. However, the view that childcare 
is primarily parents’ own responsibility is, as we have seen, not so modern. 
Moreover, there is still a lack of explicit public care and family policy in the 
Netherlands (Plantenga, 2008). Similarly, tax contributions towards childcare 
have recently been decreased in the state budget (Budget Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Employment, 2012).   

At the end of the last century, an alternative to the male breadwinner model, 
known as the ‘combination scenario’ was developed by the ‘Future Scenarios 
Reallocation of Unpaid Work’ Commission (Onbetaalde zorg gelijk verdeeld, 
1995). The idea behind the scenario was that women work more, and men care 
more: part-time work of four days each, combined with three days of professional 
care. In the same period, social politics focussed on the role of boys and fathers, 
who were encouraged and ‘trained’ to do their share of caring responsibilities 
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through a specific national curriculum at school, as well as government 
advertisements (Grünell, 2001). However, despite the societal and political 
support for this parental sharing scenario, the political efforts were not able to 
break through the daily practice of families, at least not on a significant scale 
(Grünell, 2012; Kremer, 2007; Van Wel and Knijn, 2001). In line with the 
definition of Lewis and Daly (2000), childcare in the Netherlands is generally still 
seen as an unpaid, informal and emotional activity, with a strong sense of 
obligation and duty for the parents, but also seen as a ‘right’, in the positive sense 
of the word. To put it more colloquially, parents are more regarded as Snow 
White than as Cinderella (Kremer, 2007), which itself already symbolises a 
double morality. But more importantly, in practice the ‘obligation’ towards care 
applies especially for mothers, and the ‘right’ to care more for fathers. For 
example, Hooghiemstra (2000) concluded in her empirical research among Dutch 
couples that the great weight on freedom of choice for women is typically Dutch: 
women are allowed to work but it is not necessary. Nevertheless, this conviction 
is accompanied by a strong family ideology: when children are there, they should 
be her priority (Hooghiemstra, 2000, p.130). 

As a consequence, in 2012 only 28 per cent of Dutch parents made use of 
professional day-care centres as their main childcare provision (including host 
families) (Merens et al., 2012), and the magical norm of a maximum of three days 
per week is hardly ever exceeded (Kremer, 2007).  Higher-educated parents in 
particular make use of professional care, while lower-educated parents tend to 
find solutions for childcare within their own family spheres, such as grandparents 
and siblings (Merens et al., 2012).  

Other examples of Dutch double moral and gender standards include the 
following illustrations. The ideology of parental-sharing is endorsed by 50 per 
cent of parents, while 30 per cent prefer the one-and-a-half breadwinner model, 
and only 8 per cent support the breadwinner model (Merens et al., 2011). In 
practice, in 2010, 18 per cent of Dutch couples both worked similar hours, 43 per 
cent lived the one-and-a-half-breadwinner scenario, and 24 per cent followed the 
traditional breadwinner model; a further 15 per cent pursued different atypical 
models of parental sharing (Merens et al., 2011). Among Dutch people, 63 per 
cent considered working two days or fewer to be ideal for mothers with children 
younger than four years old, and only 10 per cent endorsed the ideal of these 
young mothers working 4 to 5 days per week (Merens et al., 2011, p.130). For 
fathers with young children, almost all Dutch people consider working 4 or 5 
days to be ideal. And although, in international comparative studies, Dutch men 
came out fairly well in terms of their contribution to domestic tasks and working 
part-time (Wiesmann  et al., 2010, p.342, and table 1, p.26), their contributions to 
the running of the household and upbringing of children have shown little 
progress since 1995 (Bucx, 2011, p.118). In 2005, mothers spent more than 24 
hours a week on household tasks, and fathers just 9.4 hours (Bucx, 2011, p.112). 
This inequality in the division of household tasks remains rather unquestioned. 
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The majority (55 per cent) of Dutch parents never (or at least less than once a 
year) discuss their division of unpaid tasks (Merens et al., 2011, p.142).  

To summarise, institutional care arrangements, such as parental leave systems, 
the schedule of Dutch primary schools and the quality, costs and availability of 
childcare, together with further binding moral standards outlined above, fail to 
facilitate full-time work for mothers (Kremer, 2007; Plantenga, 2002), which 
remains a strenuous option for Dutch women. However, social and institutional 
limitations in relation to women’s full-time work (as well as to full-time 
mothering) remain relatively unquestioned in the public and political domains. 
The conflict between the genders in the ‘70s and ‘80s, despite being a debate that 
only really took place between higher-educated couples (Brinkgreve, 1988; 
Komter, 1990b), seems to have been more or less resolved by the modified 
breadwinner model. Women, including mothers in particular, are now greater 
enabled (as they both wish and are expected to be) to take up paid employment. 
And yet while working part-time, they are also still required to take charge of the 
bulk of the unpaid care work, just as their own mothers provided back in their 
own day (Haas, 2005, p.496). Nowadays, no strong structural or cultural 
pressures, nor contradictory messages or alternative lifestyles have been 
presented to change this newly established status quo (Van Doorne-Huiskes and 
Schippers, 2010).  

1.5 Conclusion 

The above concise overview of Dutch structural and cultural features sheds light 
on why Dutch mothers are predominantly in part-time work.  In summary, in 
examining the Dutch part-time perspective in cultural and structural terms, the 
impression arises that the Netherlands is (still) characterised by a double gender 
standard for mothers (Komter, 1990b).  

Since the 1990s, mothers and fathers have been able to combine (part-time) 
work and motherhood in a relatively sophisticated way, especially when 
compared to mothers in other affluent societies. On the surface, the Netherlands 
appears to be a society that embraces equal gender roles, particularly since a 
comparatively higher proportion of men engage in part-time labour contracts 
(OECD Statistics, 2013). Nevertheless, the Netherlands lags behind in terms of its 
(erratic) social policies towards childcare and parental leave systems (Plantenga, 
2008), as well as its primary school timetables which are seen as impractical for 
working schedules. Combined with relatively traditional moral expectations 
towards mothering and fathering, all these issues affect the engendered daily 
practices of Dutch parents (Wiesmann et al., 2010). In addition, the special 
privilege of the availability of relatively ‘sophisticated’ part-time work (Tijdens, 
2006) seems only to withhold Dutch mothers from complaining (Van Doorne-
Huiskes and Schippers, 2010; Wiesmann et al., 2010), since it is generally 
assumed that part-time work enhances the work-life balance when compared to 
full-time work and full-time mothering. And yet the negative consequences of 
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part-time work, such as reduced career and salary prospects, are as prevalent in 
the Netherlands as in other affluent countries (Keuzenkamp et al., 2008, p.10). 
The duality of the moral part-time standard for mothers leads to the following 
situation: on the surface, society portrays a ‘free choice’ towards work part-time, 
but underneath there lies a moral expectation to only work part-time and 
moderately outsource childcare. This moral standard might constrain mothers’ 
career options, but also enforces restrictions on the stay-at-home alternative.  

Thus the question arises as to whether the solution of drawing mothers into 
the labour market has itself now become a problem for their further emancipation, 
under which mothers have genuine choices. Put differently, has the initial 
liberation of housewives through the possibility of part-time work unintentionally 
turned into a moral obligation to only work part-time? Have ascribed gender roles 
become more rigid (again) just through the possibility of part-time work?  

In this light, what is especially interesting is why Dutch social institutions 
have not led to one homogenous labour market pattern among women with 
children. Although clearly part-time work is the most popular option, a varied 
pattern remains visible. The supposed binding morality does not lead to the same 
attitudes and behaviours for every mother. Apparently alternative and competing 
cultural subsystems do exist, since women have different responses to similar 
institutional and cultural settings. This study aims to explore the social origins of 
this variety of choices. 
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Chapter 2 

Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

2.1 Introduction 

There is a large body of research documenting the influence of social policy and 
the prevailing normative standards, for example available childcare arrangements 
and the appropriate gender-division of labour, as major explanatory factors for the 
substantial differences between female employment patterns across countries (e.g. 
Aboim, 2010; Daly, 2000; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Kremer, 2007; Mandel, 2009; 
Pfau-effinger, 2006). Many studies emphasise that in order to understand 
women’s labour market activity, we need to look at institutional factors as well as 
cultural factors, given that institutional and cultural development can diverge 
(Aboim, 2010; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Hummelsheim and Hirschle, 2010; 
Kremer, 2007; Steiber and Haas, 2012, p.249; Pfau-Effinger, 2006). Before 
elaborating the theoretical framework of this study, I will give a brief impression 
of these mainly macro sociological studies, and also some micro-economic 
explanations, since these studies form a comprehensive tradition in enlarging our 
understanding of why women display different labour market behaviour among 
countries and in different financial situations.   

2.2 Macro structural explanations 

Initially, macro-sociological explanations focussed mainly on the social and 
political institutions in society. These studies explained the heterogeneous 
employment behaviour of women by the constraints and opportunities offered by 
limited or more generous welfare states regarding their childcare services and 
financial (tax) provisions towards parenting (Esping-Andersen, 1990). This 
theory is largely acknowledged through the work of Esping-Andersen (1990) in 
The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. He distinguished three welfare state 
regimes: the conservative corporatist, the liberal and the social democratic 
welfare regimes, which themselves are categorised by four dimensions: welfare 
regime (state-market relations), stratification (class structures), social rights (de-
commodification), and de-familization (policies that enlarge individual’s 
independence, away from the family) (Kremer, 2007, p.46). Within these theories 
it is argued that if institutional factors undergo changes, they can explain 
fluctuations in labour participation patterns over time.  

Within social democratic states, such as Sweden and Denmark, “the state 
intervenes actively in the stratifications process by providing public services and 
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cash transfers” (Mandel, 2009, p.696). These states were initially viewed as the 
most women-friendly states, giving women social security rights independent 
from the family, including the provision of affordable, high quality childcare 
services, long maternity leave and paid absences to care for sick children. In 
Christian Democratic states, such as Germany, Austria, France and southern 
European Italy and Spain, the church plays a salient role, and social security is 
only open for employed people. The state regulates working conditions and 
provides social protection for sick and unemployed people. The family functions 
as a social and financial safety net. Dutch scholars in particular have emphasised 
that the Netherlands also falls into this category, referring to families’ 
responsibility towards childcare, although it was initially placed by Esping-
Andersen (1990) under the social democratic regime (Kremer, 2007, p.49).  The 
Anglo-Saxon (US, Canada, UK) countries generally belong to the liberal regime, 
where individuals are highly dependent on the market and are unable to fall back 
on state provisions, leading to high activity rates among men and women.  

Mandel (2009) has criticised the view of Esping-Andersen (1990) who 
clustered countries in a regime based on their welfare state characteristics and 
then validated these clusters with predicted outcomes - mainly women’s 
employment levels. She favoured a holistic perspective by analysing relations 
between different dimensions of gender inequality within societies, since societies 
frequently exhibit both gender-egalitarian and inegalitarian features. Analysing 
societies’ specific institutional configurations of gender inequality and placing 
them in a context, rather than addressing single outcomes, opens a wider 
perspective on gender stratification (Mandel, 2009, p.694). For example, some 
conservative welfare regimes, like Spain, have comparatively egalitarian labour 
markets with respect to occupational segregation and earnings. This can be 
explained by the fact that women who are employed in these countries are more 
selective and better educated than in other countries, “and consequently are better 
able to integrate into a labour market that does not offer women special terms of 
employment” (Mandel, 2009, p.710).  

Nonetheless, it is clear that national factors are able to explain differences in 
labour participation levels between countries. However, they cannot explain 
variation in the labour participation of mothers in a single country at any one 
point in time, unless the same policies have a different impact on different groups 
of mothers – which then would require a separate explanation. 

2.3 Cultural explanations 

Other theorists have emphasised a second type of macro factor that can explain 
differences in female labour participation, namely cultural factors. People use 
societies’ normative (gender) standards and culture, such as the definition of 
appropriate childcare and the valuation of unpaid work, as orientation for their 
behaviour (Aboim, 2010; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Hummelsheim and Hirschle, 
2010; Kremer, 2007; Pfau-Effinger, 2006).  Kremer (2007) argued that welfare 
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state policies would be more effective if they took the concepts of culture and 
care into account. Mothers base their decisions about how much time to work and 
how much care to provide not primarily on economic considerations, but rather 
on dominant cultural norms and values. Mothers ask themselves questions such 
as, ‘who will care for my children when I take up paid employment?’ (Kremer, 
2007, p.22). Among Western countries, there are differences between the 
dominant views of the appropriate level of child care when the mother works. 
Kremer distinguished five cultures of care – full-time motherhood, surrogate 
motherhood, parental sharing, intergenerational care and professional care – that 
can be prevalent in countries and affect women’s employment aspirations in 
various ways. The Netherlands has a strong culture of self-care through parental 
sharing. Professional care is still generally considered to be the ‘cold solution’. 
Dutch mothers in particular continue to be sensitive to this message. However, 
just as with institutional factors, these cultural factors mainly explain differences 
in mothers’ labour participation between countries and not within countries. 

2.4 Explanations at branch and company level 

The second kind of explanation can be found at the meso level of branches and 
companies. Company policies and cultures, which are often shared at the industry 
level, limit or expand the options for mothers to choose their ideal work pattern. 
Women, especially mothers, predominantly work in education, (health) care and 
other public sectors, which often have family-friendly work arrangements (Hill, 
Martinson, Ferris and Zenger Baker, 2004; Merens et al., 2012; Tausig and 
Fenwick, 2001). Portegijs and Keuzenkamp (2008, also Portegijs et al., 2008b) 
showed that if working schedules were better suited to their private lives, Dutch 
women would be more willing to work (a few) extra hours. Cloïn and Hermans 
(2006) demonstrate that such demands relate in particular to working time and 
location. A previous study of Moen and Dempster-McClain (1987) has indeed 
shown that the presence of ‘flexi-time’ schemes at the company level has a 
positive impact on the participation rate of women. Also other studies have 
shown that the quality or availability of flexible and attractive jobs, as well as 
family-friendly arrangements made by companies, can play a significant role in 
allowing women to choose different employment trajectories (Charles and Harris, 
2007; Haas, 2005; Reynolds, 2003). These meso-level approaches explain why 
there is still a pattern of gender segregation within sectors and occupations. 
However not all mothers choose to work in family-friendly sectors, and 
furthermore within these sectors, there are also variations in the hours worked by 
women.  

2.5 Micro-economic explanations 

The third external approach is a micro-economic explanation, and focuses on 
factors at the micro-financial level of the household. This theory posits that 
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rational agents decide how many hours they should work depending on market 
wages. “Individuals constantly face a trade-off between work and leisure as they 
try to allocate their time. If they supply more labour, they have less time to enjoy 
life and if they supply less labour they have less money to enjoy life. There is an 
optimum amount of work that provides individuals with enough compensation for 
them to enjoy their leisure time” (Constant and Otterbach, 2011, p.6). Put 
differently, the optimal number of hours is determined by balancing the marginal 
utility of leisure with the marginal utility of income from work (Becker, 1965). 
Hence, financial circumstances are central to economic theories of labour supply. 
At low-level incomes, people are motivated both to look for employment and to 
work longer hours, in order to increase their income.  When their income 
approaches an (individually perceived) acceptable standard of living, “the pull of 
the income effect reduces, and individuals begin to prioritize ‘free time’ over 
additional earnings” (Fagan, 2001, p.241). The point at which the optimum 
balance of work and leisure is reached therefore depends on personal preferences. 
However, explaining the differences in people’s endogenous preferences is of no 
further interest to micro-economic theorists.  

Within micro-economic theory, the utility of leisure includes the utility of 
taking care of one’s children, which saves money compared to professional paid 
child-care. Along the same lines, it can be argued that if there is a substantial 
difference in earning capacity between husband and wife, a gendered division of 
labour, in which the father has a paid job and the mother stays at home and takes 
care of the children, is optimal. This will then maximise the total utility of the 
household.   

The application of micro-economic theory towards families or households has 
been re-assessed under various other theories, such as the collective model. This 
theory holds that a household consists of several individuals, each with their own 
personal preferences. Accordingly, decisions within a family lead to Pareto-
efficient allocation (Garcia-Mainar, Molina and Montuenga, 2011). Alternatively, 
the resource bargaining theory posits that domestic work is unpleasant and that 
partners will therefore bring their resources to the bargaining table in order to 
“buy themselves out” of domestic work (Wiesmann et al., 2010, p.343). Either 
way, a variety of empirical research has shown that weighing up the costs and 
benefits between partners does play a salient role in women’s labour market 
choices (Cloïn, 2010; Hakim, 2000, 2003 a-d; Kan, 2007; Risman et al., 1999; 
Stähli, Le Goff, Levy and Widmer, 2009; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). However 
this role is limited and individual preferences and personal attitudes towards 
gender and work play an important role as well (Beets et al., 1997; Bolzendahl 
and Myers, 2004; Hakim, 2000; Hoffnung, 2004; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Marks and 
Houston, 2002a, 2002b; Portegijs et al., 2008b; Risman et al., 1999). 

Most contemporary micro-sociological studies include both income and 
attitudinal factors, in explaining differences in female employment patterns (e.g. 
Cloin, 2010; Kraaykamp, 2012; Steiber and Haas, 2009, 2012). This study builds 
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further on such scientific work, and tries to combine both in its understanding of 
female labour market patterns.  

2.6 Work preferences and employment behaviour 

The central focus of this study is to examine differences between Dutch mothers’ 
labour market behaviour. In order to understand these differences, the theoretical 
framework of this study incorporates social-psychological and sociological 
theories, to be able to shed light on the internal or attitudinal factors that influence 
behaviour. 

The first part of the theoretical framework addresses the factor that mothers’ 
work preferences influence their labour market decisions. Mothers’ labour market 
behaviour can therefore be studied according to the divided decision to either 
work or stay at home, and so subsequently the number of hours that they choose 
to work. Work preferences are here defined as the number of hours that mothers 
prefer to work, and not mothers’ occupational choices.17 The main focus is to 
understand the variety of women’s employment levels, since these are 
particularly divergent in the Netherlands, as opposed to their diverse choices for 
different occupations, although both can be perceived as engendered choices 
(Mandel, 2009).18 

The expected relationship between work preferences and labour market 
behaviour has similarities with the theory of planned behaviour of Ajzen and 
Fishbein (1973, 1991, 2005). This theory assumes that the behaviour of most 
interest to social psychology is that which is based on a conscious choice or 
intention. In a particular situation, a person forms a specific intention towards the 
particular behaviour, which subsequently influences their conduct (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 1973, p.42; Ajzen, 1991, p.182). In other words, intention is an aim that 
guides the action that is to be predicted. At the foundation lies the assumption that 
the stronger the intention to take part in certain behaviour, the more a person will 
be expected perform the behaviour. Ajzen (1991) further recognised that the 
strength of the intention also depends on the degree of volitional control or 
perceived self-efficacy or self-agency (also Bandura, 2001), which concept is 
addressed later in this section. In addition, most behaviour, and this may count 
particularly for the number of work hours, depends at least to some extent on 
other factors which are not necessarily related to motivation, such as the 
availability of requisite opportunities and resources (e.g., time, money, skills and 
the cooperation of others) (Ajzen, 1991, p.182). The acknowledgement that 
behaviour is also dependent on external factors, such as people’s earning capacity 
and their social, professional and care networks (Cunningham, Beutel and 

                                                           
17  Question in Dutch: Hoeveel uren per week zou u willen werken? 
18  To explain the large (much more extensive than employment levels!) variety of occupational 

choices would mean an essentially different kind of research, more linked to personal 
characteristics and educational choices (level and direction), and less to do with, for example, 
economic independence and work or home commitment. 
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Thornton, 2005; Tomlinson, 2006) corresponds with micro-economic and 
sociological theories, emphasising the contexts of opportunities and constraints 
wherein action takes place. In other words, it is understood that individuals’ 
behaviour is intertwined with the distributive dimension of the social system, 
reflecting a patterning of the allocation of resources (Layder, 1994). 

Within this study, intention is seen as the number of hours a woman prefers to 
work; that is to say, the number of hours she wants to work. This work preference 
can be viewed as a concrete and personal disposition towards a specific single 
behaviour.19 The behaviour in this study is the participation decision, and 
subsequently the number of hours that a Dutch mother actually participates in the 
labour market.20 There is therefore a high compatibility between the goal of the 
preferred behaviour and the action itself, reflected via the number of hours 
worked. Accordingly, a high correspondence between the preference and 
behaviour can be expected. Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 2005) expected a close 
relationship between intention and behaviour, in particular where the principle of 
compatibility is met, which requires that measures of intention and behaviour 
both concern exactly the same action, target, context and time elements (2005, 
p.183).  

Many empirical psychological studies have demonstrated the predictive 
validity of behavioural intentions, for example in drug and condom use, 
prisoners-dilemma, migration or in political voting (Sheeran, 2002). In his meta-
analyses of intent-behavioural studies, Sheeran (2002) reported an overall 
correlation of .53 between intention and behaviour (also Irvine and Evans, 1995). 
Swanborn (1996) described a mean correlation of .62 among 58 studies (p.37). In 
relation to labour market behaviour, empirical studies on the relationship between 
intention/preference and action/behaviour are scarce, although certain studies on 
intentions of migration and entrepreneurship do exist (Carr and Sequeira 2007; 
Kreuger, Reilly and Carsrud, 2000).21  For example, Kreuger et al. (2000) have 
shown in their empirical study among 97 North-American senior business 

                                                           
19  “A single behaviour can be viewed as involving an action directed at a target, performed in a 

given context, at a certain point in time” (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.182). 
20  Admittedly, there is a difference between a preferred number of work hours and planned or 

intended number of work hours. A preference can be interpreted as a wish - I want that, but I do 
not think it is possible - whereas planned action is defined as intent behaviour that is desired, 
planned and considered possible under the current circumstances. However, within this cross-
sectional study, the preferred behaviour and the overt behaviour are examined at the same time, 
thus I am not able examine whether a planned action is realised after a certain period of time. 
Within this limited context, although I also avoid the risk of a self-fulfilling prophecy, it seems 
more accurate and suitable to understand – at a specific moment in time - whether mothers work 
the number of hours they want to work, rather than to retrospectively examine whether mothers 
work the number of hours they had previously planned to. At the moment of enquiry, it 
immediately becomes clear if there is a discrepancy or correspondence between what mothers 
want and what they actually do. 

21  This empirical study demonstrates that intentions contribute to the explanation of why many 
entrepreneurs decide to start a business long before they learn about the opportunities. 



Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

45 

students that intentions contribute to explaining why many entrepreneurs decide 
to start a business long before they learn about the opportunities. Not all studies 
have emphasised the effect of intentions on behaviours; rather, some studies have 
empirically demonstrated the effect of past behaviour on intentions (Plotnikoff, 
Lubans, Trinh and Craig, 2012). However, according to Ajzen and Fishbein, past 
behaviour, which can indeed be a good predictor of later action, cannot alone be 
used to explain performance of later action (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.201). To 
argue that we behave the way we do now because we performed the behaviour in 
the past, begs the question as to why we previously behaved that way (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 2005, p.201-202). 

Returning to the main subject of this study, previous research has shown that 
most women living in Western societies prefer to work in between 20-34 hours 
per week, and approximately one third of women (and also men) actually work 
their preferred number of hours (Jacob, 2008; Fagan, 2001; McDonald et al., 
2006; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008a, p.56; Reynolds, 2003). It can also be 
seen that Dutch mothers are better able to work their preferred number of hours 
than those in other Western societies. Explanations for this can be found in, as 
already described, Dutch prosperity and specific social institutions and laws 
which are favourable for mothers who desire part-time work (Plantenga, 2002; 
Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008a, p.57). Van Wel and Knijn (2006) 
demonstrated that most Dutch women (60 per cent) do not want to work a 
different number of hours per week than what they actually do: one in five would 
like to work fewer hours per week, while one in five would prefer to work more. 
In particular, women with less education tend to want to work more (p.646). 
However, another Dutch study (Keuzenkamp et al., 2008), showed that among 
women, 38 per cent work the exact number of hours they want to work, while 41 
per cent want to work more (including 72 per cent of women without jobs) and 20 
per cent would like to work less (including 56  per cent of women with full-time 
jobs) (p.74). In summary, there appears a significant correlation between the 
preferred number of work hours per week (intention) and the actual number of 
weekly hours worked (action). Nonetheless, there is certainly not a complete 
overlap, revealing a relevant distinction between the two concepts. Work 
preferences are clearly not the same as labour market behaviour, nor are they 
fully determined by behaviour.  

Previous sociological studies that include people’s preferred number of work 
hours have mostly focussed on external (structural) causes or the personal and 
societal consequences of the mismatch between preferred and actual work hours 
(Holmes, Jacob-Erickson and Hill, 2012; Reynolds 2003). It is important to 
explore this potential discrepancy, since evidence shows that differences between 
preferred and actual number of hours worked can have serious harmful effects on 
people’s lives. This can be seen both among both the employed and unemployed, 
and can furthermore drive adverse effects on the labour supply, with unintended 
consequences on the labour market in terms of an under-utilised or over-
employed labour force (Constant and Otterbach, 2011, p.1; Holmes et al., 2012; 
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Reynolds 2003). In line with macro-sociological perspectives, people’s preferred 
number of work hours are often not met, with causes cited including the 
availability or costs of appropriate childcare and parental leave schemes, as well 
as standardised work weeks or insufficient supply of suitable jobs (Drago, 
Wooden and Black, 2009; Jacob, 2008; McDonald et al., 2006; Reynolds, 2003; 
Stone, 2007).  

In addition, job characteristics themselves, such as a flexible work hours, 
working conditions, wages, support from supervisors and the job content itself, 
can also contribute towards discontent, or as positive stimuli towards more or 
fewer hours in paid employment (e.g. Brooks et al., 2002; Echtelt, Glebbeek and 
Linderberg, 2006). Brewer et al. (2009) however, showed that job circumstances 
affect people’s satisfaction with their jobs, while people’s intentions and 
behaviour less so (Brewer, Kovner, Green, and Cheng, 2009, p.941). Moreover, 
meta-analysis by Irvine and Evans (1995) showed a significant positive 
relationship between behavioural intentions and labour market activity, but only a 
small negative relationship between job satisfaction and action, implying the 
mediating role of intention. From this perspective, intention, which in this study 
is understood as a person’s preferred number of work hours, provides evaluative 
measurement on a mother’s current lifestyle. The discontent of stay-at-home 
mothers with their situation can lead them to develop a preference to be active 
(again) in the labour market; conversely, mothers who work full-time but who 
poorly evaluate their jobs can develop preferences for different jobs, or to work 
fewer hours in their current positions.   

Sociological studies broadly express work preferences from the perspective of 
current needs, seen within a perceived band of possible alternatives which are 
presumably capable of changing in different situations (Drago et al., 2009; Fagan, 
2001, p.244). Within this present study, and in line with the theory of planned 
behaviour of Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 1991, 2005), I argue that the preferred 
number of work hours, besides being a result of current job characteristics, 
circumcised possibilities or economic rationalities, is also an outcome of personal 
dispositions that existed a priori of people’s experience in the labour market.  

In this light, the variable number of preferred work hours reflects internally 
driven preferences and appraisals of their current work lifestyle. Following this 
line, I presume that individuals’ perceptions (appreciative and evaluative) are in 
turn based upon their own values and attitudes, formed and sustained in relation 
to one’s (parental) social relational backgrounds. This is an assumption which I 
will draw upon in the following sections. 

In brief, this study understands the preferred number of work hours as a 
reflection of personal values, attitudes and the perceived possibilities within their 
individual circumstances and local structural settings, and that these factors will 
subsequently affect mothers’ labour market behaviour. The first hypothesis is 
thus that work preferences affect labour market behaviour. This is due to the fact 
that the preferred number of work hours reflects the relationship between what 
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mothers like, what they conceive of as possible, and what they perceive others 
expect them to do.  

Hypothesis 1: 
A mother’s labour market behaviour is based on her preferred number of work 
hours. 

2.7 The influence of values and attitudes on preferences and 
behaviour 

The second part of the theoretical framework, and also second aim of this study, 
is to reveal the relationship between values and attitudes on the one hand, and 
work preferences on the other. In this light, the theory of Ajzen and Fishbein 
(1973, 1991, 2005) appears relevant again, and is therefore to be further 
explored.22 The first assumption of the theory of planned behaviour is, as 
described above, that intention forms the immediate antecedent of actual 
behaviour. Secondly, intention is, in its turn, affected by attitudes towards 
behaviour, the subjective norm and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 2005, p.194).  

Attitudes towards behaviour 

Attitudes towards behaviour reflect the extent to which a person has a favourable 
or unfavourable evaluation or appraisal of the specific behaviour under 
examination. The concept takes account of instrumental (desirable-undesirable) 
and experiential (pleasant-unpleasant) aspects (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.199). 
As a general rule, attitudes based upon direct experience - the majority of cases 
for labour market behaviour, with the exceptions of adolescents - are more 
predictive of subsequent behaviour than attitudes based upon second hand 
information (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.180). Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) 
assume that automatic attitudinal activations take place when there is a strong link 
in memory that evaluates (positively or negatively) the object of the attitudes. The 
strength of the attitude thus relates to the strength of the association: the stronger 
the attitude, the more automatically and frequently accessible the association is 
from memory. “Strong attitudes involve issues of personal relevance and are held 
with great convictions or certainty. As a result they are assumed to be persistent 

                                                           
22  The model of planned behaviour is not fully used in this study. This study primarily concerns a 

sociological exploration to understand the heterogeneous employment pattern among Dutch 
mothers. More precisely: it is aimed at revealing recognisable patterns among groups of Dutch 
mothers by exploring underlying different decision-making and micro-socialization processes that 
have led to their current labour market behaviour. This topic is at the junction of psychology and 
sociology, therefore the theoretical framework is inspired by the model of planned behaviour, but 
the purpose of this study is not to apply the model thoroughly. 
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over time and be resistant to attack, to influence perception and judgements and 
guide overt behaviour” (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.187).  Preference theory of 
Hakim (2000, 2003a-d) appears to have some similarities with this part of the 
theory of planned behaviour. Yet, Hakim does not focus on preferences or 
intentions as mediating factors between attitudes and behaviour, rather puts the 
importance of personal life goal preferences (which can be best compared with 
attitudes to behaviour) directly in relation to labour market behaviour. In this 
study, however, it is argued that attitudes are closer (but not identical) to 
intentions (work preferences) rather than to behaviour. Later on, I will 
concentrate further on Hakim’s theory.  

Subjective and descriptive norms 

The second predictor of intention is a social factor termed subjective norms: 
whether a person expects to receive social approval or disapproval for performing 
a specific behaviour. Subjective norms could also be defined as the perceived 
social pressure from close ties. The theoretical notion corresponds with the 
contingent consistency theory, also formed under the discipline of social 
psychology, which suggest that the effect of attitudes on behaviour grow stronger 
in cases where a person perceives there to be social endorsement of their intended 
behaviour (Grube and Morgan, 1990; also Cialdini, et al. 1990 in Tiemeijer, 
Thomas and Prast, 2009, p.142). Grube and Morgan demonstrated in their large-
scale empirical study among Irish students that individuals will act upon a 
favourable attitude only if there is reasonable certainty that the behaviour will not 
be disapproved by personally significant referents (Grube and Morgan, 1990, 
p.330). The understanding of the impact of the perceived support from significant 
others on one’s behaviour also has important similarities with the theory of 
socialization and the theory of social learning (Bandura, 1977; Berger and 
Luckmann, 1967), both of which are described in more detail in the next section. 

The distinction between subjective norms and descriptive norms is also 
relevant. Descriptive norms refer to the perceived actual behaviour of general 
others (Tiemeijer, 2012, p.64), whereas subjective norms can be defined as the 
perceived opinion about the preferred behaviour of significant others (Cialdini, 
Kallgren and Reno, 1991). For example, a descriptive norm could be: I think most 
mothers are working part-time, so I should do that as well. On the other hand, a 
subjective norm would be: most likely my parents will give me their approval if I 
work part-time and disapprove if I work full-time. This study expects that both 
types of social norm intertwine with work preferences, although the subjective 
norm will be seen to be more deeply rooted within people as a consequence of 
primary socialization. 
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Perceived behavioural control 

The third determinant of intention is the degree of perceived behavioural control, 
corresponding to the extent to which a person feels able to enact the behaviour, 
which itself is related to the supposed ease or difficulty of performing the 
behaviour. It is an understanding based on past experiences as well as on 
expected hindrances and obstacles (Ajzen, 1991). This concept is related to the 
concept of perceived self-efficacy which refers to a person’s judgments 
concerning how well one can execute the courses of action required to deal with 
future situations (Bandura, 2001). Behavioural control also affects the behaviour 
directly, and is therefore considered more important within the decision-making 
process towards action compared to attitudes and subjective norms (see figure 1). 
In this study, perceived behavioural control can be compared with the more 
sociological notion of self-agency, as will be further explored in chapter 3. As a 
general rule, the more positive and robust (consistent and easily accessible in 
memory) the attitude and expected approval (subjective norm) towards the overt 
action, and the greater the perceived behavioural control, the stronger will be the 
effect of intentions on the performed behaviour (Ajzen, 1991).  

Behavioural, normative and control beliefs 

The third theoretical part of the theory of planned behaviour, and certainly the 
least developed and empirically explored area, is the view that salient beliefs 
influence attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control. Such 
beliefs are also referred to as accessible beliefs (Sutton, French, Hennnings, 
Mitchell, Wareham, Griffin, Hardeman and Kinmonth, 2003, p.235). Three kinds 
of primary belief are distinguished: behavioural beliefs (assumed to influence 
attitudes toward behaviour), normative beliefs (which constitute the underlying 
determinants of subjective norms) and control beliefs (which provide the basis for 
perceptions of behavioural control) (Ajzen, 1991). Once again, the strength of the 
given belief contributes to the likelihood of the intention being fulfilled. The last 
part of the theory holds that these behavioral, normative and control beliefs can 
all be the result of various background factors, such educational level, income, 
religion or personality.  

Behavioural beliefs are defined as the negative and positive views about 
engaging in specific behaviours. Accordingly, respondents are asked to consider 
both the advantages and disadvantages, or costs and benefits, of performing the 
behaviour of interest (instrumental focus).  Similarly they are asked whether they 
would like or dislike the behaviour in question (affective focus) (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 1991, p.191). In other words, behavioural beliefs relate to the 
desirability of the outcome of behaviour in people’s minds, which also can be 
defined as intrinsic beliefs. Normative beliefs concern the underlying wishes of 
individuals to behave consistently with the expectations people who are important 
to them. And control beliefs are the set of more general beliefs behind 



Socialized Choices - Labour Market Behaviour of Dutch Mothers 

50 

behavioural control, which consider the availability of necessary resources and 
opportunities, based for example on the experiences that friends have had with 
the intended action. 

Figure 1. Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) 

 
The definition of behavioural beliefs has some similarities with the more 
sociological concept of values, which is one of the key concepts of this study. As 
a result, I pay extra attention to the concept of behavioural beliefs. Van Deth and 
Scarbrough (1995) define values as being motives and ideals that are considered 
worthwhile to pursue. Values are often not concrete, but can be understood as 
some basic underlying dispositions that conduct attitudes of individuals in a 
specific context (Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995, p.38).  “Values only get to see 
‘the light of day’ by their contributions to the formulation of attitudes” (Van Deth 
and Scarbrough, 1995, p.40). Examples of values that include perceived 
consequences of mothers’ labour market behaviour are: “A child that is not yet 
attending school is likely to suffer if its mother has a job”, or, “Overall, family 
life suffers if the mother has a full-time job”. These general beliefs or values are 
clearly distinct from more concrete and personal attitudes (or attitudes to 
behaviour), such as: “I work in order to be economically independent” or “I want 
to work, because I would go mad if I stayed home with the kids all day”. 

Within this study, values are viewed as the elements behind attitudes, which is 
in accordance with the above sociological perspective of values and attitudes, as 
well as being in line with the theory of Ajzen and Fishbein (Becker, J.W. et al., 
1983, p.19-20). Nevertheless, empirical research on this theoretical distinction, 
implying a causal relationship between values and attitudes, is scarce.23 Also, 

                                                           
23  Van Deth and Scarbrough (1995) assumed theoretically that values are predictable for attitudes, 

but they use the value concept heuristically and not empirically. They view values as the 
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Ajzen and Fishbein admitted that despite there being sufficient empirical 
evidence for there being significant relations between the different types of 
beliefs towards attitudes, norms and perception of control, the exact form of these 
relations remains uncertain. There is certainly room for improvement here, and 
more work is required at the conceptual level to explain the effect of general 
values or beliefs on attitudes and specific behaviours (Ajzen, 1991, p.206; Ajzen 
and Fishbein, 2005). Sutton et al. (2003) concluded that this last stage within the 
model of planned behaviour has received relatively little attention from 
researchers (p.235). As a result, a criticism of the theory of planned behaviour is 
linked to the principle of correspondence between the object of values or beliefs, 
attitudes and intention, which, for respondents to questionnaires, are particularly 
difficult to distinguish. As a result, strong correlations are to be expected, and yet 
these are of less importance scientifically (Swanborn, 1996, p.38).  

The theory of planned behaviour has further critics, who address the problem 
of causality and insufficient consideration of external constraints. Yet because the 
character of this criticism resembles that of the opponents of the supposed causal 
attitudinal-behavioural relationship within sociological labour market studies, I 
will firstly address similar sociological theories about the impact of (general) 
values and (personal) attitudes on behaviour, before proceeding to concentrate on 
the critics of Ajzen and Fishbein’s theory. 

Sociological views on the impact of values and attitudes on employment patterns 

Hakim (2000, 2003a-c) was one of the first sociological scholars to argue that 
women’s decisions about how much to work are based on their personal sex role 
and work attitudes, which are defined as personal lifestyle preferences. Hakim 
stressed that individual attitudes have important short-term and long-term impacts 
on labour participation. Due to various social and economic changes that started 
in the late 20th century, such as the contraceptive revolution, the equal 
opportunity revolution and the expansion of white collar occupations, individual 
lifestyle preferences today play a more important role in mothers’ decisions to 
participate in paid work and to make use of childcare arrangements than macro-
level institutions do (Hakim, 2000). Hakim also claimed that attitudinal factors 
have become more important than institutions and structures in explaining female 
employment, although institutions and structures still play some part as well. 
“Preferences do not express themselves in a vacuum, but within the context of 
local social and cultural institutions” (Hakim, 2000, p.168). And yet ideas about 
labour market participation and childcare are now becoming decisive factors for 
participation in childcare arrangements. “For example, one young woman 

                                                                                                                                    
conceptions of the desirable, which are not directly observable but are evident in moral discourse 
and relevant for the formulations of attitudes. The observable patterns of behaviour based on 
attitudes are seen as evidence of constraints. The constraints are in themselves not directly 
observable, but it is the assumption of constraint, on their part as researchers, that explains the 
consistencies between several attitudes (p.40-46). 
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simultaneously pursues a full-time job, studies for a post-graduate degree on a 
part-time basis, and gives birth to two children in a quick succession. Another 
young woman regards the three activities as sufficiently demanding but mutually 
exclusive. A situation that might present as an impossible stumbling block to one 
person may be perceived as a stepping stone by someone else” (Hakim, 2000, 
p.170). 

Hakim categorised these personal life style preferences24 of women in three 
ideal-typical preferences which are apparent in most Western societies: home 
centred preferences (consisting of about 20% of women), according to which 
children and family are a woman’s main concern in life; work-centred 
preferences (about 20% of women), under which a woman’s priority in life is 
employment and/or self-development; and adaptive preferences (about 60% of 
women), such as when a woman has no explicit priority but tries to reconcile both 
work and family. Drawing comparisons from two large, nationally representative 
interview surveys from Great-Britain and Spain, Hakim empirically demonstrated 
that just three questions on work centrality, lifestyle priorities and life plans can 
be sufficient to identify the three lifestyle preference groups among women 
(Hakim, 2003c, p.233).  

Several follow-up studies have demonstrated the validity of preference theory 
(Beets et al., 1997; Cloïn, 2010; Cunningham et al., 2005; Hakim, 2003c; 
Hoffnung, 2004; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Marks and Houston, 2002; Portegijs et al., 
2008b; Risman et al., 1999; Van Wel and Knijn, 2007). For example, in a 
longitudinal study among Dutch young adults (18 to 26 years old) between 1987 
and 1991, Beets et al. (1997) showed that besides the present characteristics of 
their jobs and educational achievements, young adults’ earlier gender- role 
orientations are an important predictor for their later intentions to reconcile 
family and work roles. In a longitudinal study of American young adults spanning 
the period from 1962 to 1993, Cunningham et al. (2005) showed that young adult 
women who are egalitarian-minded are more likely to engage in full-time 
employment eight years later than women who had traditional views when they 
were young. On the basis of her longitudinal study among 178 women of five 
New England (US) colleges and universities, Hoffnung (2004) also described that 
senior students’ plans regarding their future work and family life were 
significantly associated with their educational achievement and occupational 

                                                           
24  Hakim operationalised lifestyle preferences with three questions: 1) ideal family roles (Which 

family life is closest to your ideal family life?: egalitarian, compromise or role segregation), 2) 
would you still work even without economic necessity (such as in the case when a person wins the 
lottery) (egalitarians: yes): 3) perception of primary earner identity (egalitarians: yes).  Lifestyle 
preferences can as such be identified with just three fixed-choice questions (2003c). Hakim 
constructs a summary measure of work orientations by combining the questions on work 
commitment and primary earner identity into an index of work centrality. Work centrality and 
ideal family models constitute two separate indicators of sex-role ideology which, in combination, 
define preferences. Hakim reclassified women who claim to prefer the egalitarian family but who 
were not work-centred as adaptive.  



Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

53 

status seven years later. Notably, within all of these studies, the feasible 
intermediating role of work preferences (intentions) between attitudes and 
behaviour is not included; attitudes are assumed to affect behaviour directly. 
Nonetheless, some of these studies do make distinctions between the more 
general values and personal attitudes, and demonstrate that personal attitudes or 
preferences are often closer to behaviour than to general values.  

For example, Hakim emphasised that it was not patriarchal values (which are 
seen as being similar to behavioural beliefs or, as used this study, general gender 
values), but rather personal lifestyle preferences (attitudes to behaviour) that have 
close correspondence with behaviour.25 Also Becker et al. (1983) claimed that 
diverse research in this field demonstrated that there is only a slight direct 
relationship between values and behaviour. Hakim compared the difference 
between personal preferences and general values with the dissimilarity between 
personal goals and public beliefs, between choice and approval, and between 
what is personally desired and desirable in general (Hakim, 2003b, p.341, 2003c, 
p.70). She argued that general values are usually vague and malleable, and mostly 
refer to what people consider to be appropriate for other people regarding the 
division of tasks between the spouses, while personal lifestyle preferences refer 
to a person’s ideal with respect to the division of labour in their own family life 
(Hakim 2000, 2003a and 2003b). General gender values can be inconsistent with 
peoples’ own personal plans (Hakim, 2003a, 2003 b; Smithson and Stoke, 2005). 
People do not always act according their general values (WRR, 2003, p.44). For 
example, a woman may believe that mothers in general should be free to have 
abortions, and yet she might be unwilling to have an abortion herself (Hakim, 
2003b). Alternatively, one might be judgemental about unemployed people in 
general, but not about an unemployed friend or family member. These 
inconsistencies can be explained by the fact that what people think is appropriate 
for others may not be the best choice for themselves or for their close ties in view 
of their particular circumstances (Marks and Houston, 2002b, p.322). 
Inconsistency can also be understood in the light of political correctness bias26, 
which was revealed, for example, by an empirical study in Spain (Hakim, 2003c; 
also Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.176). An alternative explanation is that people 
are either not aware of their true values or they do they not think much about 
them, and as a result their answers are not particularly reliable or consistent 
(Bem, 1965). Overall however, the authors agree there is a certain degree of 

                                                           
25  Examples of how to investigate patriarchal values may be whether a person agrees or disagrees 

with propositions such as 'a child that is not yet attending school is likely to suffer the 
consequences if his or her mother has a job' and 'the father should earn money, while the mother 
takes care of the household and the family'. Patriarchal values are often measured with a Likert 
scale. 

26  The social desirability bias is a tendency for people to give a favourable picture of themselves; to 
enhance positive characteristics and minimise characteristics that would allow themselves to be 
perceived in negative terms by society. People tend to conform to the believed social standards 
(Hakim, 2003c, p.63)  
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consistency between general values and personal attitudes (or preferences), and 
often significant relations emerge (Ajzen, 1991; Hakim, 2003c). Therefore, 
values and attitudes, although they are surely related, can be treated - theoretically 
and empirically - as two different concepts.  

Several empirical studies have demonstrated that personal gender attitudes 
appear more significantly related to labour market behaviour than general 
attitudes (in this study further addressed to as ‘general values’) (Cloïn, 2010; 
Marks and Houston 2002a; Risman et al., 1999). For example, Marks and 
Houston (2002a) found, in a study of 114 mothers living in Kent, UK, that 
different personal attitudes towards work and motherhood were significantly 
related to their actual labour market behaviour. Nevertheless, most mothers 
agreed that in general motherhood is more important than work (see also Johnston 
and Swanson, 2006, p.517). Hakim claims that the distinction between choice 
(personal preferences) and public morality or approval (general values) must now 
be acknowledged. “A meta-analysis of 88 attitude-behaviour studies concluded 
that attitudes predict future behaviour to a substantial degree, but the link only 
occurs when data measures specific rather than general attitudes” (Hakim, 
2003b, p.341). Also Ajzen and Fishbein argue that broad attitudes have an impact 
on specific behaviours only indirectly, by influencing some of the factors that are 
more closely linked to the behaviour in question (Ajzen, 1991, p.181). Based on 
described theoretical and empirical studies, within this study general values are 
assumed to be poor direct predictors of behaviour in specific situations - their 
influence on behaviour is firstly mediated by personal attitudes, and subsequently 
by more concrete preferences or intentions. 

Opponents of the theory of planned behaviour and preference theory 

The theories of Ajzen and Fishbein and of Hakim have both received similar 
criticisms, upon which I shall briefly concentrate below. These can be 
summarised as, respectively, the problem of causality and the constraining effect 
of external factors or structures.   

The problem of causality  

The most common criticism of the two models concerns the assumed causal chain 
that links beliefs and attitudes to behaviour, and as such the assumed parsimony 
of human behaviour (Crompton and Harris, 1998; Fagan, 2001; French, Sutton, 
Hennings, Mitchell, Wareham and Griffin, 2005; Kan, 2007; Swanborn, 1996; 
Sullivan, 2002). The opponents claim that most empirical research, based on 
cross-sectional research methods, does not provide direct evidence for the causal 
effects (Cunningham et al., 2005; Kan, 2007; Swanborn, 1996). Moreover there is 
mounting evidence that experiences in education, work and family life also 
produce changes in individual attitudes, evidencing a gradual adaptive process 
(Cunningham et al., 2005; Fagan, 2001; Kan, 2007; Kraaykamp 2012; Steiber and 
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Haas, 2009, 2012). For example, Kan (2007) demonstrated that the relationship 
between gender role attitudes and women’s participation in labour market work is 
reciprocal rather than unidirectional (also Jansen and Kalmijn, 2000).27 In other 
words, while work preferences will influence labour market decisions, work 
experiences (which also depend on the conjuncture of the labour market) also 
effect work aspirations. “She might acquire skills and resources from 
employment, which reinforce her employment career orientation; by the same 
token, constraints on employment might discourage her from devoting further to 
her work role, and hence she becomes less work-centred” (Kan, 2007, p.32). 
Also, Crompton and Harris (1998) perceive the one-sidedly voluntary 
explanations of women’s economic behaviour as inadequate and misleading. 
They show that women change work preferences and behaviour due to 
opportunities and constraints at the work place, and less because of individual 
preferences or family factors (Crompton and Harris, 1998, p.140).  

According to the psychological interest-based explanations model, 
individuals adopt and maintain attitudes that facilitate the fulfilment of goals, 
needs and interests (Kroska and Elman, 2009, p.367). Kroska and Elman (2009) 
found that when individuals must occupy roles that are inconsistent with their 
gender attitudes, they adjust their attitudes to match their behaviour (Kroska and 
Elman, 2009, p.379; also Stähli et al., 2008). Their results correspond with social 
psychological central models, such as the perception central theory and identity 
control theory, by which “individuals are motivated to keep their behaviour 
consistent with their self-meaning” (Kroska and Elman, 2009, p.368). Incongruity 
between individuals’ gender ideologies and their backgrounds and activities may 
well lead them to change their ideologies to be more in line with their background 
and activities, in order to reduce feelings of discomfort (Kroska and Elman, 2009, 
p.370). Additionally, it is assumed that preferences explain more about how the 
situation is evaluated rather than about the career itself, whereas structural or 
institutional factors are useful in predicting employment activity (Stähli et al., 
2008, p.33).  

Nonetheless, according to Ajzen and Fishbein and Hakim there is exceeding 
evidence available, especially within longitudinal studies, showing how attitudes, 
intentions, and life goals have important causal impact on behaviour (Ajzen and 
Fishbein, 2005, p.198; Hakim, 2003c, p.128). In addition, Ajzen and Fishbein 
admitted that the relationship between intention and behaviour on the one hand, 
and concepts, attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control on 
the other, can be reciprocal. Performance of particular behaviours can bring new 
insights about possible consequences of such behaviour, as well as about 
expectations of others and issues of control. “These feedback loops are of course 
likely to influence future intentions and behaviour” (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, 

                                                           
27  Jansen and Kalmijn (2000) showed that the relationship between labour market activity and 

attitudes is reciprocal. The effect of emancipatory attitudes on employment is as strong as the 
effect of employment on these attitudes.  
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p.195). Nonetheless, once again the question remains on which (values and) 
attitudes the initial behaviour was based, and whether these prior attitudes mainly 
correspond to or differ from later attitudes.  

Constraints or preferences? 

Other opponents emphasise that people come up against a number of barriers that 
limit their social actions in their everyday lives. Womens’ work decisions are 
much more multifaceted than the outcome of personal preferences alone 
(McDonald et al., 2006; Tomlinson, 2006), and stem from a conception of 
necessity rather than of preference (Debacker, 2008). When it comes to women’s 
choices, their educational achievements presumably have a bearing on their 
subsequent employment perspectives, as do their ethnic and social backgrounds 
(class), as well as their previous employment history and their age (Crompton, 
2006; Crompton and Harris, 1998; De Beer, 2007; Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007; 
Lareau, 2007). Tomlinson (2006) has shown that specific features of the social 
system, such as welfare policies, care networks and work status, together with the 
distributive character of the social system, can often override and undermine the 
carrying out of preferences (2006, p.381). Also Crompton (2006) has argued that 
the ability to overcome constraints is patterned by social structure and/or class, as 
is apparent in differences in educational levels, social networks or income. 
Crompton claimed, “that there is a wide range of macro and micro evidence 
available that suggest that in aggregate, class-differentiated attitudes and 
behaviour in respect of mothers’ employment may be interpreted as being a 
substantial part a response to class-differentiated constraints and opportunities 
available” (Crompton, 2006, p.671). Other studies emphasised that choices are 
frequently shaped in the (often hidden) context of inequality, as a result of pre-
existing gender assumptions about women’s appropriate roles at home and in the 
labour market (Charles and Harris, 2007; Duncan, 2005; Everingham et al., 2007; 
Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009; Komter, 1990a-b; McDonald et al., 2006). Duncan 
(2005) referred to these limitations as “gendered moral rationalities”, cultural 
constructions of choices, and constraints regarding motherhood and work.  This 
level of contextualisation bridges the gap between individuals’ preferences and 
constraints on the one hand, and the wider issues of societies’ structural and 
cultural features on the other. It examines how individual preferences or “free 
choices” are both socially and culturally shaped, reproduced and constrained 
(Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009, p.323). 

Hakim acknowledged these constraining influences, for example by showing 
that 41 per cent of home-centred women actually work out of financial necessity 
(Hakim, 2003c, p.131). She recognised that both structural and individual 
perspectives are necessary and complementary (Hakim, 2003c, p.237-240). 
Nonetheless, she aimed to emphasise the impact of preferences on behaviour, 
especially in the long-term, which is something that had previously been 
unrecognised in labour market studies. Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) also noted that 



Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

57 

the planned behaviour approach has its limits. Lack of volitional control and 
unforeseen circumstances can prevent people from carrying out their intentions 
(p.208).     

For the sake of clarity, this study is certainly not aimed at ruling out one 
approach in favour of the other. It would be unrealistic to deny the reciprocal 
relation between values or attitudes on the one hand, and preferences and 
behavioural experiences on the other. And it would be misleading too to 
concentrate only on attitudes in explaining labour market behaviour, and thereby 
neglect the macro-institutional surroundings, since these structures enable and 
constrain free activity (Layder, 1994). Nonetheless, the scope of this study is 
above all dedicated to shedding light on the social embedding of mothers’ 
individual work preferences. Along these lines, the study theoretically and 
empirically examines the childhood-based and/or socially ingrained aspects of 
values and attitudes on a mother’s current work preference and subsequent labour 
market behaviour. This interpretation of values and attitudes corresponds with the 
exposure-based approach (Blunsdon and Reed, 2005; Bolzendahl and Meyers, 
2004) which assumes that values and attitudes are shaped by experiences in 
childhood, during the school period (young adulthood) and in early work 
experiences, and are relatively, but certainly not completely, resistant to change 
after that time.  The second hypothesis of this study is as follows:  

Hypothesis 2:  
A mother’s preferred number of work hours is influenced by her general 
gender values and by her personal gender and work attitudes. 

In this study, I keep the following definitions for general gender values and 
personal gender and work attitudes. ‘Gender values’ are termed as opinions or 
moral views about what is generally considered to be a desirable division of 
labour between men and women (in particular between fathers and mothers). 

Personal gender attitudes are defined as the ideal division of labour with one’s 
own spouse. 

Traditional general gender values mean consent with the ideology of the 
traditional division of labour between men and women in general, also referred to 
as segregated family roles. A traditional personal gender attitude holds that a 
mother’s ideal is a family in which her partner works full-time and in which she 
is responsible for taking care of the household and children.  

Egalitarian general gender values imply that one approves with the idea that 
partners take an equal or symmetrical share of paid and unpaid labour. An 
egalitarian personal gender attitude means a personal ideal family life in which a 
mother shares the paid and unpaid tasks with her own spouse equally. 

Situated in between are the values and attitudes that fall between the 
traditional and the egalitarian - also referred to as transitional values and attitudes 
(Lavee and Katz, 2002). These attitudes are termed here as adaptive attitudes 
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(Hakim, 2000). Women with adaptive general gender values tend to agree with 
the modified breadwinner model, where mothers work part-time in order to be 
able to provide most of the unpaid family work, and fathers work full-time (Haas, 
2005, p.496). In case a mother has a personal adaptive gender attitude, her ideal 
family life is one in which her own partner works full-time and she works part-
time, taking the main responsibility of the household tasks and childcare.  

Furthermore, I have split attitudes into gender attitudes and work attitudes, 
because I assume that career ambitions and motherhood ideals, which are closely 
related to gender values and attitudes, can exist in different spheres. 
Katchadourian and Boli (1994), for example, concluded that both women and 
men were better prepared for the world of work than they were for family life (in 
Hoffnung, 2004, p.712). Once women have a child, contrary to their earlier career 
expectations, they automatically place family demands ahead of career demands, 
and anticipate long maternity leaves and subsequent part-time employment. This 
finding indicates that a mother’s personal gender attitude can overrule her 
personal work attitude. Presumably this is the case because gender socialization is 
such a persuasive, overarching and encompassing process that society’s and one’s 
own internal expectations towards mothering can overrule personal work attitudes 
(Grusec and Hastings, 2007; Mason, 2000). Nevertheless, I expect that the work 
and gender attitudes of a mother will often point in the same direction. A work 
attitude is this study, refers to a mother’s personal motivation to pursue paid 
work. 

2.8 The social origins of  values and attitudes 

The third aim of this study is to enhance our understanding of the origins of 
mothers’ diverse values and attitudes by examining their relationships with 
specific, latent, intended and unintended messages, as well as support of 
significant others in childhood, in early adulthood (educational period), and in 
later adulthood. The study builds further on the theoretical point of view that 
individuals’ values and attitudes are always formed and embedded within the 
social environment, which starts in early youth, and is central to socialization, 
social learning and exposure-based theories (Bandura, 1977; Berger and 
Luckmann, 1967; Blunsdon and Reed, 2007; Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004; 
Brinkgreve, 2009; Handel, 2006). A better understanding of the diverse 
socialization processes and social backgrounds of Dutch mothers may enhance 
our understanding how and which general gender values and personal gender and 
work attitudes play an important role in explaining mothers’ employment 
behaviour in the Netherlands, as previous Dutch empirical research has shown 
(Beets et al., 1997; Cloïn, 2010; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Portegijs et al., 2008b).  
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Socialization theory 

Socialization theory focuses on the social relational context in which specific 
normative standards and expectations are socially transmitted. Through the 
process of socialization, people acquire norms and values at different societal 
levels, and learn to perform their social role as a worker, parent, friend, citizen, 
and so forth (Wallace and Wolf, 2006). According to Parsons (1951) socialization 
is the process whereby people make societal norms and values28 their own 
(internalization) by learning from others in the social system (normative standards 
and role expectations) what is to be expected from them (Wallace and Wolf, 
2006, p.28).  

Berger and Luckmann (1967) have made an important sociological 
contribution to socialization theory with their treatise “The Social Construction of 
Daily Life”. They describe how the reality of daily life is produced and 
subsequently reproduced and modified, which is especially relevant for this study. 
The reality of social life is approached as a socially constructed system in which 
people give a certain order on everyday phenomena. The reality itself consists of 
both subjective and objective elements. The subjective element involves a reality 
which is personally meaningful to the individual. The objective element is the 
common, taken-for-granted reality – the social order or institutional world - 
which Berger and Luckmann also view as a human product. Their special interest 
involves the question of how subjective and personal meanings can become an 
objective or factual world that people know and understand and share with one 
other. By answering this question, Berger and Luckmann’s treatise can be 
interpreted as an attempt to bridge the micro- and macro-sociological level of 
analysis.  

According to Berger and Luckmann (1967) the transformation from 
subjectivity to objectivity is possible through three ongoing processes: 
externalization (‘society’ is a human product), objectivation (‘society’ is an 
objective reality) and internalization (‘men’ is a social product) (also Wallace and 
Wolf, 2006, p.285-292). Externalization and objectivation are only briefly 
mentioned here, since they function in this study as an introduction for 
internalization, which is a central theme of socialization theory. 

                                                           
28  Norms are here defined as the formal and informal guidelines for actions. Values are defined, as 

previously described, as motives and ideals that are considered worthwhile to pursue; they are 
often not concrete but can be understood as underlying dispositions that conduct attitudes and 
behaviour of individuals in a specific context (Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995, p.38). Norms and 
values both give direction to behaviour, but values are more abstract than norms. Values are above 
all an expression of desirability, an ideal, whereas norms point to specific guidelines for behaviour. 
Put differently, norms are the concrete translations of values, they show how values should be 
practiced. Values are more stable than norms and similar values (like taking good care of your 
children is important) can be translated into different norms (parental self-care or professional care 
can both be viewed as 'good' or 'appropriate' care) (Becker et al., 1983, p.18-19). 
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Externalization,  objectivation and internalization 

Externalization is perceived as the creation of social reality that becomes real in 
the moment of human production. Society is as a human product, since human 
beings continuously produce the social world or society by their own human 
activity, this most important feature of which is the dialectal process between 
individuals and groups. Within the subsequent process of objectivation, human 
beings do not perceive the human reality as an on-going process that is formed by 
themselves, but individuals understand everyday life as a structured, present and 
permanent reality that has impact on individuals but also exists seemingly 
independent of them (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.288). Within the process of 
internalization, the individual takes over the world in which others already live: 
“I understand the world in which I live and that world becomes my own” (Berger 
and Luckmann, 1967, p.150). The dynamic part of internalization is that people 
not only understand each other’s definitions of their shared situations, but also 
define them reciprocally. In other words, there is an on-going mutual 
identification between people and their definitions of the world they share.   

Internalization occurs over a long period of time and is only possible through 
identification with significant others, first and foremost the parents, later teachers, 
peers, people at work, etc. (Handel, 2006, p.16). When full internalization has 
occurred, the presented norms and values exist, and are easily accessible, within 
the person himself, and so they no longer need be presented by its socializing 
agents.   

Reification 

When internalization is taken a step further it is called reification: subjectivity 
meanings seem to become objective facts. Reification means that the people 
understand products of human activity as if they were something other than 
human products, such as facts of nature, the results of cosmic laws or the 
manifestations of divine will.  Through reification people forget their own 
authorship of the human world (externalization). Roles (like the mother-role) as 
well as institutions (such as bureaucracy and laws) can be reified.  Wallace and 
Wolf (2006) explain that if an individual proclaims “I have no choice” they are 
displaying a reified lockstep mentality (p.292). 

Through the process of internalization, socialization theory assumes that even 
if people are conscious of the pressure of the norms and values in their cultural 
system, and start acting against this normative standard, they can never escape it 
(Risman, 2004). The dominant codes and beliefs (norms and values) continue to 
affect people’s behaviour and feelings of justice, since these dominant norms, 
values (or codes and beliefs) exist in a person.  

It is widely acknowledged that social influential processes are often subtle, 
indirect, and outside of awareness (Cialdini and Goldstein, 2004). Ridgeway and 
Correl (2004) also emphasised that people often do not realise that their 
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behaviour is (partly) shaped by ‘other’ expectations. Though even in cases where 
individuals act alone, their actions are social-relational, in the sense that 
individuals feel their behaviour, or its consequences, will be socially evaluated, 
by approving or disapproving others (Ridgeway and Correl 2004; also Brinkgreve 
2009). For example, men and women may say that they reject the idea that 
mothers have the prime responsibility for looking after their children, and yet this 
idea may still shape their behaviour (Mason, 2000, p.241). Or, despite apparent 
inequalities in the division of labour between men and women, most women do 
not perceive them as unfair (Milkie and Peltola, 1999). Important within 
socialization theory (Berger and Luckmann, 1967) and social learning theory 
(Bandura, 1977) is thus the idea that one can produce imitative behaviour without 
considering the underlying processes. Through a process of abstract modelling 
and symbolic codes, “observers derive the principles underlying specific 
performances for generating behaviour that goes beyond that they have seen or 
heard” (Bandura, 1977, p.40). Below, I will describe this process in more detail 
(section: Theory of social learning).    

Stratification theory  

Socialization theory often has a somewhat distinct view from the literature on 
stratification or intergenerational social mobility, although both theories focus on 
the conduct of previous generations in explaining behaviour.  Stratification theory 
points to resource transfers from parents to children (Van Putten, Dijkstra and 
Schippers, 2008). What parents transmit are social statuses, more than values and 
attitudes. And subsequently, similarities in social structural position may generate 
attitudinal correspondence between parents and their offspring (Glass, Bengston, 
Dunham, 1986, p.686). Under the stratification theorem, resources can be 
distinguished between three forms of capital: human (such as skills and 
behavioural codes), social (professional social network) and financial (income 
that can be spent on means towards enhancing their children’s learning processes) 
(Van Putten et al., 2008, p.438; also Kraaykamp, 2009; Liefbroer and Dijkstra, 
2007). The resource transfers between generations will be largely mediated by the 
educational level and occupational positions of parents, as it is well-known that 
the educational level and the occupational status of the parents is a good predictor 
for their children’s education and profession (De Graaf and Ganzeboom, 1993; 
Liefbroer, 2005).29 With her qualitative research in North America, Lareau (2007) 

                                                           
29  Another approach to studying the parental influence of adults' norms and values is known as the 

sibling design (Huijk and Liefbroer, 2012; Vries, Kalmijn and Liefbroer, 2007). At the base of this 
design lies the assumption that the strength of parental upbringing practices can be measured by 
the similarity of attitudes and behaviour among siblings. The more siblings resemble each other, 
the stronger the assumed normative and behavioural influence of their parents, which corresponds 
with socialization theory, and/or the stronger the influence of the shared social environment, since 
they grew up in the same local social environment, which is defined as the shared context 
approach (Glass et al. 1986; De Roos and Bucx, 2010) 
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has shown the mechanisms of how parents of different social classes vary in their 
transmission of social-cultural advantages. These cumulative differences, like 
fostering children’s talents by offering structured leisure activities and wider 
ways of thinking (defined as ‘concerted cultivation’), create advantages for 
middle-class children in terms of  how they interact with professionals (doctors 
and educators) and other adults outside the home. Kraaykamp (2009) emphasised 
that while studying the process of socialization one should pay attention to the 
quality of the home situation. The reproduction of norms and values would 
proceed much easier and smoother in a warm nest than in a problematic 
household: trust and the quality of affective relationships are decisive. 

The reciprocal character of socialization 

Contemporary socialization theory further enhances our understanding of primary 
socialization processes, and acknowledges how socialization does not have the 
same effect for every child, since children within one family may pursue different 
behaviours. The course and direction of primary socialization processes depend, 
for example, on the child’s temperament, talent and intellect, as well as the 
quality of the child-parental relationship (Grusec and Hastings, 2007; 
Kraaykamp, 2009). Children within the same family are able to develop disparate 
personality treats, “because they draw upon different parental and sibling 
symbolic attributes” (Bandura, 1977, p.48). In addition, it is recognised that 
socialization is characterised by mutual reciprocity. Within the process of 
socialization, parents and children are continuously structuring and restructuring 
the rules of the game (Grusec and Hastings, 2007; Huijnk and Liefbroer 2012). 
Several studies confirmed the bi-directional nature of attitude transmission, and 
demonstrated that mutual influential nature depends upon the concerned subject 
and the stage of the life course (Glass, Bengston and Durham, 1986). Although 
the transmission often remains asymmetrical, it is acknowledged that parents 
influence their children more than vice versa (Axinn and Thornton, 1993; De 
Roos and Bucx, 2010; Huijnk and Liefbroer, 2012, p.72). 

Berger and Luckmann (1967) made a distinction between primary 
socialization (or internalization) during childhood and secondary socialization, 
also referred to as adult socialization, which occurs throughout life. Primary 
socialization is the most important process of socialization, which an individual 
undergoes during childhood as they become a member of society. Secondary 
socialization is any subsequent process that initiates an already socialized human 
being into new segments of the objective world that he or she shares with fellow 
inhabitants (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.150). Firstly, I shall attend to the 
theory of primary socialization, wherein emotional identification, symbolic 
learning, and internalization of generalized others, are key concepts.   
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Primary socialization 

Primary socialization takes place in the period during which children meet the 
parents (or other people who are in charge of upbringing the child), with whom 
they identify emotionally. Childhood is seen as the most important period in life, 
where the basic structure of the individual’s objective social world (the base-
world) is built and with which all later situations are compared. Within childhood, 
a child proceeds from an unsocialized, new-born state towards increasingly 
socialized participation in society. From this perspective, socialization concerns 
the face-to-face social interaction with one’s most important significant others - 
the parents - and the outcomes of those interactions, such as the growth of human 
sentiments (whereof empathy is especially important), the acquisition of 
language, and the development of the self (I and me) (Handel, 2006, p.16).  

The first step of socialization is social interaction. In the beginning of a new 
life, socialization largely consists of care-giving activities, which are the first 
experiences a newborn has with the social world it has been born into (Handel, 
2006, p.12). Through the empathy of its carers, their capacity to place themselves 
imaginatively in the baby’s situation and to understand what needs to be done, the 
child learns what empathy is - a very important ability for functioning in social 
life. A wide variety of human sentiments are learned accordingly, such as 
happiness, sadness, anger, loneliness, etc.. 

The person who cares for the new-born infant also makes use of 
communication and significant symbols, the importance of which was 
emphasised by Berger and Luckmann. They defined language as a system of 
vocal signs, which they view as the most important sign system in human society 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.51). This primary carer also teaches the child to 
have internal conversations, since not everything that is said is meant in the way 
it sounds. Internal conversations are also needed to make a correct interpretation 
of the words that have been said - an important aspect of language. Berger and 
Luckmann referred to language as the vehicle for the on-going translating process 
between subjectivity and objectivity within individuals (Berger and Luckmann, 
1967, p.153) 

Thirdly, the child develops a self – it becomes aware that it is a person distinct 
from other persons (objects). The manifestation of a self is only possible when the 
significant others who take care of the new-born have interests - whether 
automatically or enthusiastically - in developing the child. This interest can be 
expressed through various kinds of appraisals (Handel, 2006, p.14).) These initial 
appraisals construct the beginning of the self: “the ideas he has of himself are, at 
first, ideas he gains from others about himself” (Handel, 2006, p.15). And again, 
language is imperative in bringing about this process, like ‘good child’ or ‘bad 
behaviour’. 

The concept of the self is developed in particular by George Herbert Mead 
(1934). Mead theorised the idea about the two-part structure of the self, the ‘I’ 
and the ‘me’. As the child grows older, the communications, appraisals from 
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significant others (partners, siblings, playmates, teachers and relatives) as well as 
their roles and feelings, all become increasingly ingrained in the self that Mead 
calls the ‘me’ - the self as the object of (generalised) others’ attitudes (Handel, 
2006, p.15). The ability to empathise the role of the ‘generalized other’ has life-
long importance, since the same ability is necessary in being able to be (or play a 
role as) a member of the family, work group, friendship circle, or any group or 
organisation to which he or she will belong (Handel, 2006, p.15). Besides the 
‘me’, the self also consists of the ‘I’, which is the more subjective aspect of the 
self - one’s own awareness of the physical self, and involves a certain kind of 
individuality (Handel, 2006, p.16). We achieve self-awareness, according to 
Mead, when we learn to distinguish the ‘me’ from the ‘I’.30 Individuals develop 
self-consciousness when they are able to see themselves as others see them, 
which allows for an internal conversation between the individual ‘I’ and the 
social ‘me’ (Giddens, 2009, p.285).  

In other words, the self is a reflected entity, reflecting the attitudes first taken 
by significant others towards themself: “the individual becomes what he is 
addressed as by significant others” (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.152). Others 
are internalized within the self. This is a conclusive point in socialization. A 
person’s quality of generalised identification enables that his or her own self-
identification attains some stability and continuity. “What is real outside, 
corresponds to what is real within. Objective realty can readily be translated into 
subjective reality, and vice versa, the realities correspond to each other but are 
not completely merged. There is always more objective reality available than is 
actually internalized in any individual consciousness. The symmetry between 
objective and subjective reality is never a static, once and for all, state of affairs. 
It must always be produced and reproduced in actu, like an on-going balancing 
act” (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.154). The development of the ‘generalised 
other’ or the ‘me’ within people is especially relevant in this study. Through 
specific and different micro-socialization processes, the ‘me’ – i.e. the way 
‘others’ are internalised in the mother – clearly differs for each mother, which 
might add to the explanation of their diverse labour market behaviour.  

Theory of social learning  

Within the scope of primary socialization, the social learning theory of Bandura 
(1977) is relevant. Bandura argues that most behaviour is learned observationally 
through modelling: from repeatedly observing the behaviour of others, people 

                                                           
30  The 'I' is the unorganised response of the organism to the attitudes of others, a spontaneous bundle 

of wants and desires, a biological organism, which might be derived from genes together with an 
evolutionarily program (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.206-8). The concept of the 'I' represented the 
idea that persons have individuality and social characteristics that is shared with others. Mead may 
have reacted with his concept of the 'I' towards 'the oversocialized conception' of man in that 
period of time (Handel, 2006, p.16).  
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form ideas (coded information or symbolic representations) of how behaviours 
should be performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a 
guide for appropriate performances (Bandura, 1977, p.22). Bandura describes 
how observational learning is governed by four component processes. The first is 
the attentional process: attentions to others’ behaviour are needed in order to be 
able to internalise in the person. The grade of given attention depends on the type 
of person, but also varies by the complexity, salience and attractiveness of the 
behaviour, which varies for each individual as well. Furthermore, the types of 
behaviour that an individual repeatedly observes and hence learns most 
thoroughly, are not infinite, but depend on the people with whom one regularly 
associates, either through obligation (within childhood) or preferences (in later 
life). The second component of observational leaning refers to the retention 
process. People must be able to remember the activities that have been modelled 
at a certain point in time, also when the specific model of behaviour is no longer 
present. The third part of modelling involves converting symbolic representations 
into appropriate actions: the motor reproduction processes. Mostly these actions 
are first achieved by a close approximation of the new behaviour, and then they 
refined through self-corrective adjustments on the basis of informative feedback 
from performance, and from focused demonstrations of segments that have been 
only partially learned (Bandura, 1977, p.28). Rehearsal serves as an important 
memory aid, not only physically but especially mentally; rehearsal helps people 
to learn and remember the learned behaviour. The last component evolves the 
motivational processes. People are more likely to adapt modelled behaviour if 
they value the results than if it has unrewarding or punishing effects. By 
observing the different outcomes of their actions, people can anticipate which 
responses are most desirable and appropriate in which settings (Bandura, 1977, p. 
17).  “Some forms of behaviour are so intrinsically rewarding that they hold the 
attention of people of all ages for extended periods” (Bandura, 1977, p.24). At 
this point the theory of planned behaviour of Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 2005) 
and social learning theory of Bandura (1977) are conjoined. The theory of 
planned behaviour holds that subjective norms and normative believes, expected 
approval or disapproval of significant others towards the intent action, will 
automatically and often unconsciously influence people’s intentions towards 
behaviour.  

Especially salient in the theory of social leaning is the aspect of symbolic 
learning, which means that one can learn behaviour by associating with certain 
symbols towards the behaviour that is learned. In this manner, a certain type of 
learned behaviour can produce many forms of behaviour that are to be associated 
with it. Observational learning relies mainly upon two representational systems – 
imaginable (visual imagery or mental associations with for example the person 
who was modelling the behaviour), and verbal coding. After modelled activities 
have been transformed into images and easily assessable and functional mental 
and/or verbal symbols, these memory codes serve as guides for performance 
(Bandura, 1977, p.26). For example, where children have learned to be polite and 
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to behave accordingly at their grandparents’ place, the child apprehends that 
different types of behaviour (formal and informal) are required in different social 
settings. The symbolic signs that are associated with the behaviour, for example, 
in the case of visiting their grandparents, drinking tea with a cup and saucer, helps 
to remind the person how to act in specific situations and also in other 
comparable (Bandura, 1977, p.25).  

According to Bandura it is important to understand that many skills, 
competencies and appropriate behaviours are learned observationally, since often 
they cannot easily or immediately be established by overt enactment, due either to 
social prohibitions, lack of opportunity or physical ability. For example, a young 
child learns to associate drinking alcohol with festivities or just the end of a 
working day, but is not yet allowed to drink himself. When the association is 
firmly built and stored in memory, only observing the association will be strong 
enough to recall the ‘learned’ behaviour, which will happen without intention or 
attention. Labour market behaviour is pre-eminently behaviour that one must, via 
delayed constructions, visualise and rehearse with verbal symbols. Possible 
mental and verbal symbols associated with work (either paid or unpaid) that 
parents have intentionally or unintentionally ‘taught’ their children are, for 
example, money, joy, obligation, status, the father, freedom, creativity, boredom 
and fatigue.  

As mentioned earlier, primary socialization involves much more than purely 
cognitive learning, especially since it takes place under circumstances that are 
emotionally charged. The child identifies with the significant others in a variety 
of emotional ways. Whatever they may be, internalization occurs only as 
identification occurs. And especially during the process of primary socialization, 
there is often no problem of identification, since there are no significant others 
apart from the parents or other caretakers.31 It is the parents (or caretakers) who 
set the rules of the game. “The child can play the game with enthusiasm or with 
sullen resistance. But, alas, there is no other game around. Since the child has no 
choice in the selection of his significant others, his identification with them is 
quasi-automatic and quasi-inevitable. The child does not internalize the world of 
his significant others as one of many possible worlds. He internalizes it as the 
world, the only existent and only conceivable world, the world tout court” 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.154). 

Primary socialization ends when the concept of the generalised other has been 
established in the consciousness of the individual. At this point he or she is an 
effective member of society. Yet, socialization is never finished. Although, the 
objective reality as it is internalised in primary socialization is often maintained, 
it often admits, outside of individuals’ own awareness, to further internalizations 
– or secondary socialization – taking place in the later life of the individual. 

                                                           
31  There are at present many children growing up with more than one or two caretakers which whom 

they can identify emotionally. Moreover, a child may identify emotionally more with another 
parent or caretaker than the one who the child interacts with most frequently. 
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Within the context of this study, it is important to describe the process of 
secondary socialization as gender socialization – that of how boys learn to be 
boys and girls learn to be girls – since this is also of primary interest. 
“Socialization is the force which defines and establishes gender, the social 
construction of male and female, in a society” (Eagle, 1988, p.69). 

Gender socialization 

Socialization theory also provides us with an explanation of how and why gender-
specific labour market trajectories persist. Parental influence on adults’ behaviour 
and attitudes seems especially manifest in the process of gender socialization. 
Culturally defined (gender) roles are taught, meaning that children learn to 
distinguish female and male role expectations from an early age (Ampofo, 2001). 
The way gender is acquired, is a complete process and few of the mechanisms 
concerned can be identified as put-up or manipulated. Parents, grandparents and 
other adults, together with siblings and their friends in various ways, often subtly 
and unintentionally play a role in the construction of gender (Mason, 2000, 
p.240). Mothers and fathers act as role models regarding the division of labour: 
adolescents tend to see the way in which their own parents divide responsibilities 
as a model for their own future division of labour (De Valk, 2008). Yet, children 
do not automatically mimic the parental behaviour. Implicit messages and 
feelings about the division of labour also are picked up by their offspring, for 
example, if the mother is employed, but only does so out of economic necessity, 
and does not enjoy it. Alternatively, the mother may not work, but she dislikes 
her mother-role and would rather have made a career. For this reason I consider 
the transmissions of attitudes, norms and values – besides parental role modelling 
– to be of particular interest while investigating the process of socialization 

Not many empirical studies have addressed the influence of parental 
socialization on adults’ attitudes. Nonetheless, Strauss (1969) already stated that 
intra-familial continuity is likely to become more apparent as the younger 
generation moves into full adult status, which includes major life transitions such 
as marriage, parenthood and occupation (in Inman-Amos, Hendrick and 
Hendrick, 1994, p.460; also Ryan, 2001). Although parents might no longer be 
able to impose normative standards on their adult children, eventually the 
younger generation’s behaviour as adults is patterned according to the conduct of 
their parents, as is for example argued by Biddle et al. (1980, p.1072), based on 
their study among 149 adolescents living in North America.  Kossek and Lambert 
(2005) also showed how people change their identity once they become parents, 
and use their childhood experiences, as well as examples of other parents in their 
social context, while taking on their new role. Several studies have demonstrated 
for example that the division of labour becomes more traditional across the 
transition into parenthood, with wives increasing their share of family work and 
decreasing their paid work hours (Kluwer, Heesink and Van Vliert, 2002, p.939). 
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Relatively few empirical studies in Western societies have shown how adults’ 
attitudes are influenced by processes of parental gender socialization, a few cases 
of which I will exemplify below. Children of parents with ‘modern’ values appear 
to have a more egalitarian perspective on work and family roles compared to 
children of parents with more traditional values (Barret and White, 2002; 
Cunningham, 2001; Moen et al., 1997; Trent and South, 1992; Van Wel and 
Knijn 2006). On the basis of a large cross-sectional survey of Dutch, Turkish, 
Moroccan, Surinamese and Antillean adolescents living in The Netherlands, De 
Valk (2008) described, how various characteristics of the parents coincided with 
adolescents’ attitudes. Having religious parents correlates with more traditional 
preferences among girls and boys. Adolescents tend to have a more egalitarian 
gender attitude in cases where they had a working mother and grew up in a non-
standard family arrangement (single parent or foster families) (De Valk 2008, 
also Marks and Houston 2002b, p.333). Weinshenker (2006) showed, with a 
study among 194 middle class North American families, that the expectations of 
female adolescents’ (aged 12 to 18) about their future employment as a mother 
were associated with their own mothers’ employment histories and their support 
for gender egalitarianism. In addition, several studies have demonstrated that 
having a working mother has a significant and stimulating effect on the 
employment behaviour of their daughters (Cloïn, 2010; Sanders, 1997; Van 
Putten et al., 2008). 

The opposite holds true as well. Gove and Herb (1974) argue that pressure on 
girls to assume feminine gender roles limits their aspirations, behaviour and 
conceptions of the selves to those matching with their future role of wives and 
mothers (in Barret and White, 2002, p.453). De Valk (2008), too, finds that 
having religious parents is related to more traditional preferences of girls and 
boys. “The greater religiousness of adult women is consistent with their 
socialization and internalization of the ‘proper’ female role” (Thompson, 1991, 
p.382). However, it is important to realise that not every religion might have the 
same effect (Hayes, McAllistar and Studlar, 2000).  

Based on socialization and social learning theory, as well as on relevant 
empirical findings, I hypothesise that the influence of parental upbringing during 
childhood (including parental behaviour as well as the transmission of values and 
attitudes), continues to influence Dutch mothers’ current gender values and 
gender and work attitudes. Therefore, the third hypothesis of this study is: 

Hypothesis 3:  
A mother’s gender values and gender and work attitudes are influenced by 
parental socialization during childhood. 

The focus of this study is to investigate the possible patterns within primary 
socialization among contemporary Dutch mothers that correspond with their 
diverse labour market behaviour, and subsequently the character – translated in 
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different mental and verbal codes – of these early socialization marks. Phrased 
differently, which distinguishing remnants within early childhood socialization 
still have impact on the current values and attitudes of Dutch mothers, and can 
explain their heterogeneous labour market behaviour?   

2.9 Secondary socialization 

As a person lives, they must learn to function in any new group or organisation 
(sub-world) that they enter. The individual learns not only new practices, but also 
new values and norms, new vocabulary, and new ways of interacting with others. 
Secondary socialization is often referred to as the acquisition of role-specific 
knowledge, or the internalization of institutional or institution-based sub-worlds. 
These sub-worlds are also more or less consistent realities with normative, 
affective and cognitive elements, and have their own rituals or material symbols 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.158). When the person is making a major 
commitment, such as entering a new relationship, a new religion or occupation, 
they are also making a significant change in life that can be described as 
developing a new self. Yet, the formal processes of secondary socialization 
persist with an essential problem: it is always determined by an earlier process of 
primary socialization. It must deal with an already formed self and an already 
internalized world (Handel, 2006; Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.290). “This 
presents a problem because the already internalized reality has a tendency to 
persist” (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.160). Whatever the new contents are, to 
be internalized they must somehow be superimposed upon an already present 
reality. There are two specific topics that distinguish secondary socialization from 
primary socialization, which can be termed as emotional identification and the 
problem of consistency.    

No need for emotional identification 

While primary socialization cannot take place without an emotionally charged 
identification of the child with his significant others, most secondary socialization 
can occur with a minimum of identification that is necessary for any 
communication between human beings. Put differently, the individual may 
internalize different realities without identifying with them. Moreover the reality 
of the sub-worlds can be ‘used’ for specific purposes, insofar as it is needed to 
perform certain roles. The individual keeps a subjective distance from the sub-
worlds, and is able to put them on deliberately and purposely, and to allow 
figurations that are rational and emotionally controlled (Berger and Luckmann, 
1967, p.163). Or as Berger and Luckmann (1967) put it, “the child lives willy-
nilly in the world as defined by it parents, but he can decide at any moment to 
leave an unpleasant world of his secondary socialization agents” (p.162). This 
artificial aspect of secondary socialization makes the internalization of discrepant 
worlds in secondary socialization an entirely different arrangement. Secondary 
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socialization can be pragmatically useful, and have much less subjective 
inevitability compared to the contents of primary socialization. Consequently, the 
subjectivity reality of internalizations within secondary socialization is 
particularly susceptible to challenging definitions of reality. “Not because they 
are not taken for granted or are apprehended as less than real in everyday life, 
but because their reality is less deeply rooted in consciousness and thus more 
susceptible to displacement” (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.167).   

The issue of consistency 

What is particularly interesting is the character of the transitional process from 
primary to secondary socialization. Is this process characterised by reproduction 
and re-enforcement or by recreation? Handel concluded that a satisfactory 
explanation of the relationships between primary socialization and adult 
socialization still evades us (Handel, 2006, p.18). As mentioned, according to 
Berger and Luckmann (1967) within secondary socialization, there is always a 
problem of consistency between the original and new internalizations, when 
individuals are confronted with new alternative realities and possible identities 
that appear as subjective options (p.160). Within and among the different sub-
worlds there will be differences and disagreement about values, norms, 
vocabulary and ways of interacting. At many levels, contradictions between and 
even within the different settings exist (Bandura, 1977, p.44; Handel, 2006, p.17). 
The different perspectives of significant others are fraught with possibilities of 
internal conflict (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.190). People cannot simply 
accept each set of roles for them (Eagle, 1988). The individual is therefore often 
confronted with a dilemma of consistency, which he can typically solve either by 
modifying his perception of reality or by only clinging to reality-maintaining 
relationships (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.170).  Berger and Luckmann’s 
principle assumption was that the individual likes their identity being confirmed, 
and significant others are important for this ongoing substantiation of their 
identity (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.170). Within the social process of 
reality-maintenance, people will make a distinction between significant others 
and less important others, and tend to avoid the social reality of less important 
others that have deviant practices, norms and values compared to their own 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.169). Other scholars have argued that people 
rather establish an acceptable position for themselves throughout their lives out of 
all these contradictions (Eagle, 1988; Handel, 2006). “When exposed to diverse 
models, observers rarely pattern behaviour exclusively after a single source, nor 
do they adopt all the attributes even of preferred models. Rather, observers 
combine aspects of various models into new amalgams that differ from the 
individual sources. Different observers adopt different combinations of 
characteristics” (Bandura, 1977, p.48). 

Also Berger and Luckmann (1967) acknowledged that partial transformations 
of identity are common, especially in relation to individuals’ social mobility and 



Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

71 

occupational training (p.181). However, they also emphasised that even within 
partial transformation, there is a continuing association with symbols, persons and 
groups who were significant before. Since these influences continued to be 
around in people’s minds (often also around them physically), they are likely to 
protest to fanciful re-interpretations of people’s new identities. And even within 
partial transformational processes, individuals must persuade themselves that 
their personal changes are plausible (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.181). 
Bandura (1977) also recognised that people are initially reluctant to embark on 
new undertakings. Moreover, as long as familiar practices and routines work well, 
people will have little motivation to think about alternatives (Bandura, 1977, 
p.49). And where they are confronted with new behavioural examples, people 
will readily take up what they (and their significant others) regard as 
praiseworthy, but resist new ways of behaviour that violate their social and moral 
convictions (Bandura, 1977, p.53). As described in chapter 2, during the ‘70s, 
women’s societal role changed drastically, and the initial advancement of few 
mothers, by simply entering the labour market, was later followed by many more 
mothers. However, the particularly ground-breaking behaviour of certain mothers 
- the group of consciously single mothers and full-time working mothers - did not 
attract many followers. The innovative behaviour of these mothers did not 
become socially approved, and therefore remained encumbered by restraints. “It 
requires the cumulative impact of salient examples to reduce restraints 
sufficiently to initiate a rise in modelled behaviour” (Bandura, 1977, p.55). Put 
differently, only in cases in which ‘innovators’ are able to perform new 
behaviours without experiencing harmful effects, wherein mass communication 
can serve as an important accumulator, may defensive behaviour by its observers 
be weakened, fear reduced and imitations created.  

In addition, the benefits of new behaviour can only be experienced when the 
new behaviour is tried.32 Only after practicing the new behaviour, as is supported 
by secondary socialization, can agents strengthen or weaken inhibitions over 
behaviour that has previously been ‘taught’ (Bandura, 1977, p.49-52). Reflecting 
a less deterministic view of primary socialization compared to Berger and 
Luckmann, Bandura argued that, with secondary socialization, successive 
modelling can “produce a gradual imitative evolution of new patterns bearing 
little resemblance to those exhibited by the original models” (Bandura, 1977, 
p.48). 

The last stage of this study is the examination of whether mothers tend to 
sustain their (acquired) attitudes through secondary social relations, by creating 
and recreating the familiar, or whether they are able to reset their attitudes if 
confronted with new models of behaviour or supportive others. Nonetheless, a 
limiting frame of this examination is the cross-sectional research design of this 
study. By employing qualitative and quantitative research methods, mothers are 

                                                           
32  Yet people will not adopt innovative behaviour if they lack the money, the skills, or the accessory 

resources that may be needed (Bandura, 1977, p.55). 
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invited to look back on their life courses while I attempt to reconstruct patterns 
within the possible influences of significant others on their current values and 
attitudes, in order to explain overall Dutch mothers’ diverse work preferences and 
subsequent labour market behaviour. Since I could not investigate the real 
influence of significant others throughout a mother’s life, the study focuses 
explicitly on whether a mother has perceived support of significant others 
towards her prior professional choices and career ambitions. This theoretical 
choice is also induced by the socialization theory of Berger and Luckmann 
(1967), the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1991, 2005) and the 
social learning theory of Bandura (1977), as well as by different partial 
theoretical notions (e.g. Grube and Morgan, 1990). These theories all emphasise 
that the perceived approval of significant others towards specific behaviour will 
have a positive impact on people’s own values and attitudes towards the 
behaviour of interest. This will be especially at issue where one feels actively 
supported towards a certain type of behaviour. The perceived social support that 
is investigated in this study is the stimulation towards fulfilling job ambitions 
(which does necessarily mean vertical mobility). Subsequently it is assumed that 
a mother will endorse more egalitarian gender roles within her general values, as 
well as her personal attitudes, if she perceives she has been supported in her 
professional and career choices by secondary socialization agents. 

Hypothesis 4: 
A mother endorses more egalitarian values and attitudes if she has perceived 
the professional and career support of significant others. 

A concise overview of relevant literature concerning the influence of important 
‘others’ is given below, respectively addressing the possible influence of teachers, 
partners, friends and people at work. Empirical studies on the influence of these 
significant others on mothers’ gender roles and work values and attitudes 
appeared scarce. And studies that do address these social influences mostly reveal 
a lack of encouragement of women’s career ambitions as a result of stereotypical 
gender expectations.   

Teachers 

According to Berger and Luckmann (1967), modern education is the best 
illustration of how secondary socialization takes place under the auspices of 
specialised agencies (p.166). The educational period is seen as an important phase 
for socializing young people in particular skills and values in society (Bourdieu, 
1984; Nagel and Ganzeboom, 2002). However, there is not much empirical 
research on how teachers affect the gender role and work attitudes of their pupils. 
Some research has demonstrated that teachers who communicate high 
expectations can bring positive changes in the behaviour and education interests 
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of their pupils and students (Grusec and Hastings, 2007, p.391; Wentzel et al., 
2010). Teachers can also reinforce gender roles through their different 
expectations for the boys and girls in their classes (Allana et al., 2010). For 
example, a recent study among Spanish parents and teachers by Sáïnz et al. 
(2012) shows how teachers endorse gender stereotypical beliefs about their 
students’ educational preferences (in this study ICT), and only indirectly consider 
their own role in shaping these preferences. 

Partner  

The influence of a partner on the wife’s gender attitude is perceived as two-
directional. On the one hand, based on homogamy in mate selections, people seek 
marital partners with similar (gender) attitudes (Inman-Amos et al., 1994). On the 
other hand, it is possible that the partners’ attitudes will have become similar over 
the years, as their marriage or partnership matures. In general is expected that 
women committed to employment are more likely to share parenting 
responsibilities than those who are not (Covin and Brush, 1991). Hoffnung and 
Williams (2013) revealed with their longitudinal study (1994- 2009) among circa 
200 women living in the US,  that career oriented  “have it all” women often 
found partners who supported their full-time work for reasons of personal 
preference or situational constraints, or a combination of both. Their ‘husbands’ 
appeared more family-oriented and less career-oriented than the partners of 
traditional women, or else they had a lower educational levels and thus earning 
capacity.  

Furthermore, Vlasblom and Schippers (2005) showed that the decision to 
participate in the labour market is made within the family, in which the view 
about the division of care of both partners plays an important role (also Geist, 
2005, p.25).  Dutch empirical research has also demonstrated that wives’ 
employment decisions are generally not a subject that partners talk about 
(Portegijs et al., 2008b, p.105). When such discussions take place, mothers are 
more often motivated by their partners to work less, rather than to work more 
(also Keuzenkamp et al., 2009). In the survey of Keuzenkamp et al. (2009) only 
16 per cent of the women with a small part-time job were prompted by their 
partner to work more hours (p.76). An unintentional consequence of this process, 
where mothers are (by absence of encouragement) discouraged in their career 
ambitions, might be that over time cohabiting partners become more traditional 
with subsequent division of household tasks, rather than more egalitarian.    

Peers 

The socialization among peers is conceptualised by Ryan (2001) as a process that 
occurs through frequent interactions, shared experiences and exchanged 
information among a relatively intimate group of friends who interact with each 
other on a regular basis (Ryan, 2001, p.1138). Much relevant research has been 
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done on adolescents’ peer groups (e.g. Biddle, Bank and Marlin, 1980). For 
adolescents, it is widely recognised that peer relationships or peer group pressures 
have consequences for emotional adjustment, school achievement and risk-taking 
behaviours (Biddle, Bank, and Marlin 1980; Carter, Bennetts and Carter, 2003; 
Windle, 1994). However, there are only a few studies on the outcomes of this 
process among adult peer groups. 

Some social-psychological studies have shown that someone’s labour market 
behaviour can be modified by the behaviour of important people in his or her 
environment. Kapteyn and Woittiez (1986), for example, demonstrated the 
existence of a so called ‘bandwagon effect’ among Dutch women in a social 
group. This effect refers to the fact that if a member of a social group enters the 
labour market, his or her entrance motivates other members of the same social 
group to join the labour market as well. This theory corresponds with sociological 
notions of role models (Bandura, 1977). A role model can be an inspiring and 
motivating person, someone from whom one can learn, providing a script for 
behaviour in particular contexts (Sealy and Singh, 2009). Portegijs et al. (2008b) 
has found a significant impact on the participation level of mothers if other 
mothers in their environment work or make use of formal childcare. Also Blaffer 
Hrdy (2000) concluded that the expectations that mothers have of their own lives 
are based on their own ideas and on the ideas of how it should be by others. 

However, one should realise that in general people choose friends with similar 
ideas, attitudes, interests or characteristics as themselves. Or, as Brown et al. 
(1993) argue, people do not haphazardly fall into one crowd or another; 
similarities are prevalent a priori to relationships. Thus, although I primarily 
investigate how peers influence mothers’ attitudes and decisions about 
employment, I readily concede that this influence must be considered to be a two 
directional relationship. 

Supervisors and colleagues 

The influence of supervisors and colleagues on gender attitudes of mothers can be 
important as well. Previous research has shown, for example, that a supervisor 
can encourage or discourage a woman’s work attitudes and ambitions (Estes, 
2005; Moen and Yu, 2000). Work motivation and investments can be enhanced 
by a supervisor and by organizational support (Karatepe and Kilic, 2007). 
However, women’s ambitions, especially those of mothers, seem to be often 
neglected or underestimated by their supervisors (King, 2008, p.1703); as a 
consequence, women receive smaller investments in training than men (Ostroff 
and Atwater, 2003). 

To recap, the four hypotheses addressed in this study are: 
  



Chapter 2 - Theoretical framework and hypotheses 

75 

1. A mother’s labour market behaviour is based on her preferred number of 
work hours. 

2. A mother’s preferred number of work hours is influenced by her general 
gender values and by her personal gender and work attitudes. 

3. A mother’s gender values and gender and work attitudes are influenced by 
parental socialization during childhood. 

4. A mother endorses more egalitarian values and attitudes if she has 
perceived the professional and career support of significant others. 

The hypotheses are visualised in Figure 2. 
 

Figure 2. Visualised hypotheses 
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Chapter 3 

A qualitative typology of Dutch mothers’ employment narratives
33
 

3.1 Introduction 

In all western societies, women’s employment levels vary much more than those 
of the male population. This is particularly clear in the case of Dutch women, 
specifically of Dutch mothers. In 2010, 32.4 per cent of Dutch mothers with at 
least one child living at home below 18 years old were not in paid work, 42.5 per 
cent worked 12 to 24 hours a week, 13.8 per cent worked 25 to 35 hours a week, 
and 11.3 per cent worked more than 35 hours per week (Central Bureau of 
Statistics, Statline 2011). This relatively large variation, with mothers 
predominantly working part-time, makes the Netherlands an interesting case 
through which to study the different explanations for mothers’ labour market 
participation. Why do some mothers have a full-time job, while most mothers 
work part-time or are not employed at all?  

3.2 Brief historical overview of Dutch female employment patterns 

Historically, Dutch female labour market activity, especially among married 
women, was particularly low. In 1960, 25 per cent of women (Tijdens, 2006), and 
7 per cent of married women were employed, compared to 30 per cent of English 
and 33 per cent of French married women (Kloek, 2009). Various explanations 
for the low female participation level after World War II in the Netherlands have 
been acknowledged, such as the long and strong cultural tradition of housewives 
(Kloek, 2009), late industrialisation and introduction of wage labour (Pott-Buter, 
1993), Dutch neutrality during the First World War (when women were not 
needed in the labour market), Dutch religious characteristics, high birth rates and 
Dutch prosperity (Kremer, 2007).  

In 1985, women’s participation levels increased to 35 per cent (Tijdens, 
2006), and this rise continued in the subsequent decades, resulting in one of the 
highest levels of female participation compared to other western countries - 
almost 70 per cent in 2011 (OECD, 2013). However, the number of hours women 
work is lower and more dispersed than in other countries, especially among 
mothers. 

Dutch scholars have pointed out several explanations for the predominantly 
part-time pattern in The Netherlands. In the period 1990 to 2000, since female 

                                                           
33  This chapter is based on a paper that has been submitted to a blind peer-reviewed journal. 
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participation was needed for the sustainability of the social welfare state, the 
Dutch government used various measures to promote the increase in employment 
rates of women, and the simultaneous contribution of men to the unpaid tasks at 
home (Grünell 2001; Kremer, 2007; Sanders and Beekes, 1993). In the same 
period, various social arrangements and regulations in the Netherlands started to 
foster part-time work (Kremer, 2007; Visser and Hemerijck, 1997). Through 
collective agreements between employer organisations and labour unions, many 
branches started to offer family-friendly arrangements which benefitted part-time 
workers (Tijdens, 2006). And, since the Working Hours Adjustment Act of 2000, 
an employer can only refuse a request of an employee for a part-time contract if 
he can prove that this would jeopardise the company’s interests (Plantenga, 2002; 
Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010).  

Nonetheless, as opposed to the promotion of part-time work, Dutch 
institutional care arrangements, such as parental leave systems, tax contributions, 
the schedule of Dutch primary schools, and the quality, costs and availability of 
childcare, were not designed to facilitate full-time work for both parents (Kremer, 
2007; Plantenga, 2002). There is still a lack of explicit public care policy in the 
Netherlands (Platenga, 2002, 2008); likewise, tax contributions to childcare have 
been recently decreased (Budget Ministry of Social Affairs and Employment, 
2012). 

Subsequently, the political efforts have not been able to break through the 
daily practices of families, at least not on a large scale (Kremer, 2007; Merens et 
al. 2011; Van Wel and Knijn, 2001). In 2010, 18 per cent of Dutch couples both 
worked similar hours, 43 per cent lived the one-and-a-half-breadwinner scenario, 
24 per cent followed the traditional breadwinner model, while 15 per cent 
pursued atypical models (Merens et al., 2011). Compared to other European 
countries, relatively few Dutch couples agree with the idea that both partners 
should contribute to the household income (Haas et al., 2006). 63 per cent of 
Dutch people consider working two days or less as ideal for mothers with 
children younger than four years old, and only 10 per cent endorse the ideal of 
such mother working 4 to 5 days per week (Merens et al., 2011, p.130). For 
fathers of young children, almost all Dutch people consider working 4 or 5 days 
as ideal. In international comparative studies, Dutch men come out fairly well in 
their contribution to domestic tasks (Wiesmann  et al., 2010, p.342). However, 
their contributions to the running of the household and upbringing show little 
progress since 1995 (Bucx, 2011, p.118).  In 2005, mothers spent more than 24 
hours a week on household tasks, and fathers only 9.4 hours (Bucx, 2011, p.112). 
This inequality in the division of household tasks remains rather unquestioned. 
The majority (55 per cent) of Dutch parents never, or less than once a year, 
discuss their division of unpaid tasks (Merens et al., 2011, p.142).  

The above concise overview of Dutch structural and cultural features sheds 
light on why Dutch mothers are predominantly in part-time work. However, 
national characteristics have not led to one homogenous labour market pattern 
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among women with children; on the contrary, a varied pattern is visible. This 
study aims to achieve a better understanding of this variety. 

3.3 Studies of factors of mothers’ labour participation 

Most studies explaining the heterogeneous labour market activity among women 
focus on external structural and cultural factors that shape their behaviour, such 
as the constraints and opportunities offered by limited or more generous welfare 
states regarding their childcare services and financial (tax) provisions towards 
parenting (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Mandel, 2009), as well as those on societies’ 
normative (gender) standards and culture, such as the definition of appropriate 
childcare and the valuation of unpaid work, which people use as an orientation for 
their behaviour (Aboim, 2010; Daly and Lewis, 2000; Hummelsheim and 
Hirschle, 2010; Kremer, 2007; Pfau-Effinger, 2006;). How the quality and 
availability of flexible employment opportunities with family-friendly 
arrangements plays a role in people choosing different employment options has 
also been examined (Charles and Harris, 2007; Haas et al., 2006; Reynolds, 
2003). However, macro approaches cannot explain the variation of mothers’ 
labour participation within one country. Meso-level approaches can explain why 
there is still a pattern of gender segregation within sectors and occupations 
(Merens et al., 2012). Nonetheless within these sectors there is also a large 
variation in the hours worked by women.  

Micro-economic theories usually stem from the standard neoclassical 
economic assumption that the number of hours a person wants to work is the 
outcome of a rational choice between income and leisure (Becker, 1965), and 
argue that if the earning capacity of husband and wife differs, a specialisation in 
either paid or domestic work is the most efficient balance.  This theory has been 
re-assessed by various other theories, such as the collective model, which holds 
that a household consists of several individuals with their own personal 
preferences, and those decisions within a family lead to Pareto-efficient 
allocations (Garcia-Mainar et al., 2011). In addition, the resource bargaining 
theory posits that domestic work is unpleasant and that partners will bring their 
resources to the bargaining table in order to “buy themselves out” of domestic 
work (Wiesmann et al., 2010, p.343).  

Various empirical studies have shown that weighing up the costs and benefits 
between partners plays a role in women’s labour market choices (Cloïn, 2010; 
Kan, 2007; Risman et al., 1999; Stähli et al., 2009; Van Wel and Knijn, 2007). 
However this role is limited, and individual preferences and personal attitudes 
towards work and gender play a role as well (Beets et al., 1997; Bolzendahl and 
Myers, 2004; Hakim, 2000; Hoffnung, 2004; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Marks and 
Houston, 2002a, 200b; Portegijs et al., 2008b; Risman et al., 1999).   

This study builds further on the vast body of research concerning the 
relationship between employment patterns and personal choices, preferences and 
attitudes. Most studies on the relationship between preference, attitudes and 
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behaviour are based on large surveys, and are in that sense deductive: hypotheses 
are tested within a framework of concepts that are conceptualised beforehand.  
These large surveys often lack the nuance and subtlety to describe what mothers 
underline themselves as relevant when describing their labour market choices. 
With a qualitative, in-depth research, the main contributional aim of this chapter 
is to achieve a better understanding of the differences in the dynamics of mothers’ 
employment decisions while using mothers’ own words.  The central question is:  

Do mothers with different working patterns also differ in their narratives of 
choice, preference and attitudes towards work and family?  

3.4 Women’s employment preferences: a matter of choice? 

Hakim (2000) was one of the first scholars to claim that attitudinal factors, such 
as work-life preferences, are important in explaining female employment (p.168). 
According to Hakim, as a result of diverse social economic changes that started in 
the late 20th century, personal lifestyle preferences are now able to predict labour 
market behaviour. These changes are labelled as the ‘new scenario’ and the 
‘contraceptive revolution’, and are cited alongside the equal-opportunity 
revolution, the expansion of white collar occupations, the creation of jobs for 
secondary earners, and the increasing importance of individual attitudes (Hakim, 
2000, 2003c).  Personal ideas about labour market participation and childcare are 
decisive in mothers’ decisions about whether to participate in paid work and to 
make use of childcare arrangements. Personal lifestyle preferences towards work 
and motherhood are different from general gender values - what people consider 
to be just for other people - which are generally vague and malleable, and lack the 
causal powers of personal preferences (Hakim, 2003c). For example, women may 
believe that mothers should be free to return to work soon after childbirth, but 
may still be reluctant to return to work so soon themselves. Hakim claims that in 
highly tolerant societies such as The Netherlands, public opinion surveys reveal 
apparently contradictory attitudes, “as all behaviours are regarded as 
acceptable” (Hakim, 2003b, p.341).  

According to Hakim, personal lifestyle preferences of women can be 
categorised into three idealised preferences, which are apparent in most Western 
societies: home-centred preferences (accounting for about 20% of women), in 
which children and family are a woman’s main concern in life; work-centred 
preferences (about 20%), when woman’s priority in life is employment and/or 
self-development; and adaptive preferences, with no fixed priority other than to 
try to combine work and family (about 60%). Women with adaptive preferences 
are the most sensitive to institutions, laws, customs, national policies and 
cultures. 

A prominent element of preference theory is the narrative of choice (Beagan 
et al., 2008, p.666). Women are freer to choose their own lifestyle as a result of 
the new economic and social scenario as described by Hakim, and additionally 
due to the reduction of household tasks on account of technology, childcare 
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facilities and family friendly policies. This line of reasoning fits into post-modern 
theories, which claim that within Western societies, individuals are increasingly 
released from traditional forms and ascribed roles, and freer than ever to choose 
their own identity (Beck, 1992). People are not only free to choose what they 
want, but are also forced to make their own decisions because there are no moral 
certainties about what is supposed to be a good life (Hakim, 2003, p.341). The 
extent of participation in the labour market can be seen as part of a self-chosen 
lifestyle.  In addition to the narrative of choice, women’s decisions with respect to 
care and work are regarded as their own individual choices, and therefore can also 
be held responsible for their achievements and failures (Everingham et al., 2007).  

Researchers have disputed post-modern theories, such as Hakim’s, as well as 
the research methods used (Crompton and Harris, 1998; De Beer, 2007; Kan, 
2007; Sullivan, 2002). These critics argued that people come up against a number 
of barriers in their everyday lives, which limit their options. Women’s 
educational attainments, their ethnic and social backgrounds (class), their 
employment records and age, all affect their future employment perspectives 
(Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007). Various empirical studies have shown that for 
many women (and men), preferences do not simply translate into behaviour 
(Tomlinson, 2006), and there is often a mismatch between preferred and actual 
work hours, because of structural and personal constraints such as the 
unavailability of jobs, companies’ social policies, financial deficits, the lack of 
social career networks and work-family conflict (Crompton and Harris, 1998; 
Reynolds, 2003). In their empirical research, Charles and Harris (2007) found 
little evidence to support the view that being ‘set free’ from the constraints of 
traditional society gives people the opportunity to engage in purposive 
constructions of their own biographies.34 In addition, they found that 
individualised living arrangements are more realistic for younger generations than 
for older ones. These conclusions are in line with Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 
(2003), who demonstrated that processes of negotiation and choices are more in 
evidence amongst younger generations, as well as amongst those who are better 
educated and well off.   

Other scholars have argued that, through the emphasis of choice and the 
privatisation of its consequences, gender structures and ascribed gender roles 
underneath these choices have become disguised.  Komter argued (1990) that as a 
consequence of the belief of free choice, the inner obligation and the moral 
standard of being a good housewife, mother and wife have become “invisible”. 
Or, as Beagan et al. (2008) described it, societal gender expectations have gone 
underground. “Experiencing constraints of women such as longer work hours, a 
double burden of paid and unpaid work, and unstable child care are seen as 
individual obstacles that have nothing to do with gender” (p.666). Charles and 
Harris (2007) emphasised that “the individualization thesis is limited in the sense 
that individuals remain ‘embedded’ in social networks and that tradition – in the 

                                                           
34  Though, they admit that their research was mainly executed among working-class couples. 
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form of gendered beliefs about ‘the proper thing to do’ – provides the context 
within which social actors make decisions about their lives” (p.279). Duncan 
(2005) referred to these limitations as “gendered moral rationalities” - cultural 
constructions of choices and constraints regarding motherhood and work.  This 
level of contextualisation bridges the gap between individual preferences and 
personal constraints and societies’ structural and cultural features. It examines 
how individual preferences or ‘free choices’ are both socially and culturally 
shaped, reproduced and constrained (Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009, p.323).  

Last but not least, studies have indicated that the relationship between 
attitudes and behaviour is rather reciprocal; life experiences (like children, 
spouses’ attitudes, education and work) change people’s outlooks (Cunningham 
et al., 2005; Jansen and Kalmijn, 2000; Kan, 2007; Moen et al., 1997; Steiber and 
Haas, 2009). It has been observed that people easily adjust their attitudes to 
justify their behaviour, as is argued by interest-based theorists (Kroska and 
Elman, 2009).  

The focus of this study is to reveal what constraints and openings mothers 
experience themselves while describing their own work activity. Therefore, the 
study specifically focuses on the themes and concepts that emerge in their stories 
vis-à-vis choice, preferences, gender and work attitudes about the ideal division 
of labour between men and women.   

3.5 Research method 

A first important question of this thesis is whether mothers with different working 
patterns also differ in their narratives of choice, work preferences and attitudes? 
In order to answer the central research question, semi-structured face-to-face 
interviews have been conducted with 39 mothers living in or in the vicinity of 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands, all of whom have at least one child younger than 
12 years old living at home. The age at which most parents deem children to be 
old enough to be left on their own is 11 (Duncan, 2005). For this reason, mothers 
with pre-school aged children generally work less than other mothers, and 
mothers’ work participation increases with the age of the youngest child (Marks 
and Houston, 2002a; Van Putten et al., 2008). Although the affect that the age of 
children has on the number of work hours of mothers varies, some studies do find 
a profound relationship (Haas et al., 2006; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman et 
al., 1999); others have found that the age of children contributes little towards an 
understanding of varying employment rates among mothers (Cloïn, 2010; 
Duncan, 2005). 

The interviews took place between April 2010 and November 2010, and on 
average took one and a half hours. Full transcriptions of the interviews were 
taken.  

In order to select the interviewees, four categories of mothers were 
differentiated according to their employment patterns: mothers who work 0 to 11 
hours per week, 12 to 24 hours, 25 to 35 hours and 36 hours or more. As is well 
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known, higher educational levels lead to higher levels of labour participation, 
especially for mothers (Merens et al., 2011). Sufficient education is then 
understood as a precondition for labour market participation. For example, higher 
educated women work more, because their higher wage allows them to pay for 
child-care facilities (Doorewaard et al., 2004, p.11). Furthermore, it is known that 
women’s and men’s education is positively associated with exposure to ideas 
about equality and/or the establishment of career-oriented networks (Cunningham 
et al., 2005, p.887; Kroska and Elman, 2009, p.373). In 2009, 37 per cent of 
Dutch higher educated mothers worked more than 35 hours, as opposed to only 
18 per cent of lower educated mothers. 52 per cent of the lower educated mothers 
did not participate in the labour market at all, as compared to 12 per cent of the 
higher educated mothers (Central Bureau of Statistics, Statline, 2011).  

In order to be able to reveal whether choices, preferences and attitudes or 
mainly educational levels influence labour market behaviour, I tried to include in 
each of the four employment categories an approximately equal number of lower 
(intermediate vocational level and lower) and higher educated mothers (higher 
vocational level and university)  (see appendix 1). For theoretical reasons, the 
sample of interviewed mothers was drawn largely from within one urban area, 
Amsterdam. In this way, differences in employment behaviour among 
respondents do not differ with respect to the influence of structural and cultural 
factors which may diverge between urban and rural areas, such as the availability 
of childcare provisions and jobs and religiousness, which in turn could interfere 
with potential differences in attitudes, preferences and choices.  

In order to achieve good correspondence between research questions and 
sampling, a strategy of purpose sampling had to be followed (Bryman, 2008, 
p.458-459). To be able to fill all eight categories (four along employment patterns 
and two along educational levels) of mothers within one area equally, the 
respondents were found using the snowball method. The main virtue of 
theoretical sampling is that the emphasis is upon using theoretical reflection on 
data as the guide of whether more data are needed. The collection of material 
ended when theoretical saturation was reached, when new interviewees did not 
bring more diversity. Quite clearly this research method cannot produce a 
statistically representative sample, since it relies upon the social contacts between 
individuals to trace additional contacts.  

Firstly, a small group of mothers in the social environment of the researcher, 
the so-called weak ties (Granovetter, 1973), was approached, predominantly at a 
primary school in Amsterdam (Old West Quarter). Subsequently, the other 
respondents were approached on the advice of the first group of respondents. 
Most respondents agreed immediately to the interview request and showed 
interest in the subject. A few respondents were initially hesitant, and only a few 
mothers refused to participate.  
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Research group 

The interviewed mothers were born between 1962 and 1980. Their average age 
was 39.3 years. Seven interviewees (18 per cent) had a non-Dutch background. 
Of the total female population of Amsterdam, 50 per cent has a non-Dutch 
background, so non-native women are underrepresented in the research group 
(Vrouwenemancipatie in Amsterdam 2011). This also holds for single mothers: 
only four of the interviewed mothers had been divorced. However, as mentioned, 
ethnicity and the presence of a spouse were not discriminating factors in selecting 
the research group.  

23 mothers were highly educated (higher vocational education and 
university), and 16 lower educated (intermediate vocational education and lower) 
(see appendix 3). Ten mothers were full-time homemakers, eight mothers had a 
small part-time job (12 to 24 hours), eleven mothers had a large part-time job (25 
to 35 hours) and ten mothers worked full-time.  

Interview questions 

The interviews can be characterised as oral life history interviews (Bryman, 
2008). The interviewees were invited to look back at specific moments 
throughout the course of their life while focussing on the behavioural steps of 
social life: finishing high school, choosing a continuation course, starting their 
first job, giving birth to their first child, continuing through to the present.  

Iterative cycles formed the basis of the theoretical framework, centred on 
Grounded Theory (Bryman, 2008, p.541). Initially, the interview questions were 
based on a number of concepts that were expected to vary among the four groups 
of mothers: early adult work aspirations and choices, present preferred number of 
work hours, gender and work values and attitudes. After the first interviews, and 
an examination of the mothers’ answers in the light of this study’s central themes, 
more theory was incorporated, in order to interpret the interview-material more 
fully. For example, more questions towards early adult expectations of 
motherhood were included.  

The study is built on four core categories or central themes: narrative of 
choice towards work (including work experience and number of preferred work 
hours), work attitude, gender general values and personal attitudes, and attitudes 
towards motherhood. The main concepts within these themes are defined below. 
The interviewees were asked several open questions in order to discover how and 
with which words women refer to these themes themselves. 

Narrative of choice. In the interviews, specific attention was given to whether 
choices or decisions were made implicitly or explicitly, and whether this revealed 
something about mothers’ perceived behavioural control.  Perceived self-efficacy 
corresponds to the extent to which a person feels able to enact the behaviour, 
which is related to the supposed ease or difficulty of performing the behaviour. A 
person’s sensitivity may be based on past experiences as well as on expected 
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hindrances and obstacles (Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 1991).  Implicit decisions can be 
characterised in a number of ways, including as indirect, non-reflective, 
retrospective awareness of having made decisions, incremental behaviour, 
conflict avoidance, agreement without discussion, or as pure impulse. In other 
words, these contain relatively little perceived behavioural control. Explicit 
decisions on the other hand are characterised by a prospective awareness of 
making decisions, proactive planning, explicit agreements, and conflict 
management steps towards work (Wiesmann et al., 2010, p.343), and are thus 
highly perceived behavioural controls. Associated questions include the 
following: How did you end up in the type of work you do or did? Did you have, 
as a young adult, ideas about your future profession, and work in general? If you 
had time again, would you choose a different direction? Do you work the number 
of hours you prefer? What does your ideal working week look like? Why is it not 
that way? 

Work attitudes are defined as personal motivations to pursue paid work: What 
are the most important reasons for you to work? 

Gender attitudes refer to a mother’s personal desired division of labour with 
her spouse; questions were included on her general ideas about the ideal division 
of labour between men and women.  A traditional gender attitude means a desire 
to have the main responsibility at home, whereas her partner is in paid work. An 
egalitarian gender attitude implies a wish to equally share paid and unpaid work. 
Adaptive attitudes are here defined as the personal desire to combine paid work 
and family tasks, with consent to the idea that mothers have more responsibilities 
at home and fathers may work full-time. Related interview questions: Do you 
have ideas about the ideal division of labour with your spouse? Are you satisfied 
with your own current division of labour? What would you like to change? 

Some questions about mothers’ general gender values were also asked, such 
as: How do you perceive differences between men and women in general? Do 
you have an opinion about full-time working mothers or mothers who are not 
employed? 

Attitudes towards motherhood concern a mother’s early adult ideas and 
images of motherhood and children, and the way she experiences motherhood and 
childcare: Did you picture yourself as a mother before you had children? How 
many children did you want then? How do you experience motherhood now? 

Further questions were asked retrospectively, for example enquiring after the 
respondents’ ideas about education and work before they started their careers, and 
also to their juvenile desires to become a mother. In general, the mothers were 
able to answer the questions reasonably quickly without much hesitation. 
Nevertheless, one should be aware of the possibility of selectiveness of their 
memories, which may influence their answers. People may adjust their memories 
to justify their present behaviour, as is argued by interest-based theorists (Kroska 
and Elman, 2009).  
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Interview analysis  

The answers of each respondent were categorised separately along the core 
concepts of this study, and bundled along the four groups of mothers with 
different employment patterns (mothers who work weekly hours of 0 to 11 hours, 
12 to 24 hours a week, 25 to 35 hours and 36 hours or more). In this way, four 
large matrices were created to outline the results. While thematically analysing 
the matrices, the main focus was firstly whether the similarities within the groups 
of mothers and the differences between the groups of mothers had enough 
grounds to maintain the four groups which had initially been based solely on their 
employment patterns. The narratives proved to be sufficiently similar within, and 
discerning enough among, the groups, and so therefore it was decided to keep the 
four groups intact. The research was specifically sensitive to perceiving the lives 
of the respondents in terms of continuity and process, which is important in order 
to understand decision-making processes throughout life. Therefore, the interview 
transcripts of each respondent were not cut in different codes, but kept as close as 
possible to each story told by the respondents. The second part of the analysis 
consisted of searching for sensitising concepts that could be uses as pegs to 
describe the central narratives of, and the similarities within, the different groups. 
How do mothers within each group make sense of their own world and their own 
decisions? With what words and characteristics do they describe their lives, 
situations and decisions? What is not included in their stories, but taken-for-
granted or ignored? There were also exceptions within each group, and these are 
addressed where relevant. There are also similarities among different groups, and 
even among all groups, which are described as well. 

3.6 Findings 

1. Stay-at-home mothers: “Child-minded mothers, hesitant workers”:  
Drifters 

Narrative of choice 

The narrative of choice regarding work among stay-at-home mothers appears 
rather weak. Their sense of self-agency, i.e. the feeling that one causes one’s own 
actions and their outcome (Aarts et al., 2009), is hesitant – happenings are 
experienced as outside their reach of influence and they seem to drift into new 
situations. Mothers describe diverse circumstances that have led to their decisions 
to give up their jobs: a hard-working spouse (despite earlier promises to work 
less), the availability, high costs and poor quality of childcare provisions, job 
dissatisfaction, illnesses (such as being burnt-out), redundancy, sick relatives in 
need of care, or their lack of knowledge of the Dutch language or the right 
diplomas. “If I had enjoyed my work more, I would have kept working” (Astrid).  
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“I didn’t like my new job, I didn’t have a good child minder, I was very busy 
with our new house, my partner had an accident and was off: I couldn’t see 
the forest for the trees. And then I asked myself: for whom am I doing it?” 
(Nora). 

Each mother’s decision to give up work was generally a gradual, sliding 
process. A conscious individual decision to give up work and a desire to be a full-
time homemaker was often absent. Most of the full-time homemakers interviewed 
missed having work, a life outside their home, and subsequently they felt restless. 
They would like to work, mostly part-time (20 to 24 hours) and preferably during 
school hours.  

The findings reveal that despite positive work preferences, personal and 
structural constraints can limit mothers’ options to put their work preference into 
practice. In addition, stay-at-home mothers do not seem to adjust their 
preferences to the situation to smoothen feelings of uneasiness, as is argued by 
interest-based theories. Nevertheless they might still justify their behaviour to the 
interviewer, because Dutch society expects mothers to work, albeit part-time. 
Zimmerman (2000) already showed that in Western countries, stay-at-home 
parenting is not supported. “They have to work harder to feel good about their 
choice because they receive little validation from society for the work they are 
doing” (p.349). Stay-at-home mothers sometimes feel guilty or are a bit 
shameful, because they didn’t develop themselves much, even though they had a 
lot of potential.  

Work attitude 

There are some particular features of the working attitudes of stay-at-home 
mothers, which I will now address. The narratives of full-time homemakers 
reveal that, as juveniles, they often lacked a clear professional preference: “I 
didn’t have a clue what I wanted to be” or, “I really couldn’t picture myself at 
any job when I was young”. Because of this indecisiveness, and sometimes due to 
a lack of support from their direct environment, they often did not follow (the 
right) continuation courses. The absence or wrong choice of a continuation course 
was then repeatedly followed by mismatch jobs, which later pushed them out of 
the labour market. At present, negative or irrelevant work experiences and the 
lack of the right diplomas make it difficult for full-time homemakers to put their 
work preference into practice.  

Stay-at-home mothers especially value the intrinsic and social aspects of 
work. They do not consider having their own salary as essential. They can cope 
well without their own salary and having less money than before. “I found it 
really difficult to give up my economic independence, but I could easily cut the 
tie” (Mieke).   

As mentioned, stay-at-home mothers desire something from work – such as 
having an escape from home, or having something useful to do – and yet they do 
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not relate to or associate themselves with hard-working mothers. “My friends 
have already had two burn-outs, and then I think for whom are you doing it? 
Always in a hurry, and being exhausted all the time. And then those heels… and 
the bag… and then I think that I am glad I don’t need to do that” (Mireille).  

Nevertheless, Mireille doesn’t want to be allies with the mothers hanging 
around the schoolyard drinking coffee either.  

Gender attitude 

The gender attitudes of the interviewed stay-at-home mothers are less traditional 
than one would expect, based on their lifestyle. Full-time housewives consider 
child-care and household tasks as their main responsibility, and in general have 
no other priorities. However they are not overly satisfied with their current 
traditional division of labour and so deal with contradictory inner feelings. As 
described, mothers would like to be in paid work and desire (often receiving) help 
from their husbands. However where this is not the case, mothers generally tend 
to withhold from complaining. “Actually, he always does a lot, so I cannot really 
complain about it. Always when I say, oh, and those children are so... he says, 
‘leave the dishes for me’. But you know, sometimes I think, yes, yes, those dishes, 
I can do those too. You should go and deal with our annoying children... But yes, 
I also think, well okay, you can do the dishes then…” (Janne). 

Stay at-home mothers describe their partners quite often as egalitarian 
husbands. “He always said, and I believe him: ‘You must do what you want. If 
you want to work then we can arrange an au pair or bring the children to the day 
care. If you don’t want to work, it is fine as well’” (Nora).  

In other situations, mothers cannot remember explicitly discussing their work 
decisions with their partners, yet they do remember that they agreed fully with 
their conclusion to give up work. This marital decision-making process vis-à-vis 
mothers’ employment activity expresses two rather opposite ideologies. On the 
one hand, it expresses the modern view that work is something personal to decide 
upon, but on the other hand, it might also reveal a rather traditional attitude that 
work for mothers is not a self-evident matter, and that not working is a viable 
option. Whatever attitude prevails, the partner’s apparent tolerant attitude leads to 
the situation that how children are taken care of mostly depends on their mother’s 
decisions in relation to work. Partners’ tolerant attitudes may appear agreeable, 
but as I have described above, mothers’ decisions to give up work are not always 
such a pre-planned or positive choice for motherhood. Rather, they are frequently 
the result of a sequence of unfavourable happenings, for example escaping an 
otherwise wearisome career. In this light, partners’ liberal or phlegmatic attitudes 
allow mothers to slip into non-working situations that do not necessarily make 
their lives easier or happier. In addition, there are examples of husbands or 
partners who did not comply with earlier plans to work less. However this has not 
led to an apparent conflict between the partners, rather mothers deal with and 
adapt to the situation.  
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Another finding is that stay-at-home mothers are, unexpectedly, not very 
critical about mothers who work full-time.  “If mothers really like their jobs, they 
should work 40 hours. In that case it’s much less draining than sitting at home. I 
really think so” (Nienke).  

This ‘tolerant’ attitude of full-time homemakers towards full-time working 
mothers may be a reaction to the fact that they often receive (critical) comments 
themselves about not being employed. “People ask me: what are you doing all 
day: And then I say on purpose: Nothing, I do nothing all day” (Mireille). 

Early adult attitude towards motherhood 

Being a young adult, the mothers remember they had a strong wish to become a 
mother and have children. They are particularly child-minded, and are somewhat 
less outspoken about their maternal role; or as Marieke describes it: “As a mother, 
you have to put yourself aside.”  

In their previous jobs, they had difficulties switching off: “When I was at 
work, I always thought of them sitting on the ground with dirty nappies, neglected 
by the professional carers” (Nora).  

Using the terminology of Duncan (2005), stay-at-home mothers’ gendered 
moral rationalities about childcare are in particular expressed in relation to how 
they understand the needs of their children, and less in relation to how they 
understand their own needs, or the balance between the two (p.57).  

Mothers want their children to have the same things that they were used to 
having themselves when they were younger: a nice, cosy house, where there is 
‘simply’ someone there for the children. In particular, after-school day care is not 
referred to enthusiastically. Mothers want to offer their children the freedom and 
intimacy of home, instead of being once again in a structured and crowded public 
environment (see also Portegijs 2006; Portegijs et al., 2008b) and also because it 
is not ‘good’ for the children to be in professional childcare too often. Children 
need to bond with their parents, and vice versa. The fact that mothers remain 
primarily responsible for this bonding process is unquestioned. 

Stay-at-home interviewees appeared successful in realising their juvenile wish 
to have three or more children, a situation which makes the option of being a full-
time home-makers acceptable. “Large families tend to push women away from 
paid work, whereas good jobs draw women into the labour force” (Risman et al., 
1999, p.337). 
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2. Mothers with a small part-time job (12-24 hours). “Natural mothers, happy 
workers”: Privilegeds  

Narrative of choice 

Among this group, the narrative of choice towards motherhood is particularly 
strong; mothers enjoy combining family tasks with a small job. Other people 
approve largely with this situation, which is also considered a luxury, as 
confirmed by the mothers themselves: “I am really happy I can do it like this, it is 
an ideal situation” (Esmé). Their work preferences are sometimes for fewer 
hours than the actual number of hours they work. Often financial considerations 
prevail, when working three days instead of two. Some mothers admit that if it 
were not out of economic necessity, for example because they bought an 
expensive house, they would rather work two days than three days a week. One 
mother in this group, Carien, would rather work more hours, if her partner 
worked less. However, her spouse just started a new job having been previously 
made redundant, so for him it was better to show his potential and work five days, 
while for her it is not a big issue, and so she is happy with the hours she works. 
Thus, although behaviour may also stem from necessity rather than from 
preference, mothers easily seem to give in to the necessity of working 
(somewhat) more or less hours than they prefer.  

Work attitude 

Mothers in this group often had clear ideas about what they liked to do as a 
profession when they were younger, and also succeed in doing it. Often they 
describe how they were stimulated and supported by others, like their parents, 
people at school, or their peers when choosing a certain profession. However, 
they also describe how they anticipated early on the fact of becoming a mother, 
and often they chose the easier professional options because of that. They do not 
want to make a career now while their children are young. They like their work, 
but consider motherhood more important than work. Differences in work attitudes 
are related to educational levels rather than to employment preferences. Lower 
educated women in particular value the social aspects of work – meeting other 
people, working together, doing something meaningful for other people, doing 
something else besides caring and household tasks – and also the salary. Higher 
educated women value work particularly because of the possibility of self-
development, using their brains, having another identity, and self-affirmation. “So 
I can be proud when people ask me; what are you doing?” (Duke). This quote 
also reveals the current social norm for mothers to be in paid work, especially 
higher educated mothers; ‘only’ mothering does not suffice any more.  
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Gender attitude 

Mothers with small part-time jobs are generally also very satisfied with the 
current division of labour within their household, where, on average, they 
perform the vast majority of their unpaid work. Their satisfaction reveals a rather 
traditional gender attitude. These mothers perceive their role as mothers and 
nearly full-time homemakers as natural and self-evident, despite their (part-time) 
jobs.   

“He always starts early, and I a little later, it works perfectly and 
automatically. I always collect them from the crèche, because he’s usually 
gone at night” (Esmé). 

“We have divided the tasks fine, he is the full-time worker. He leaves home in 
the morning between half past seven and a quarter to eight, and eleven hours 
later he returns. But Walter doesn’t hit the sofa, as soon as he returns, he 
keeps working [....] Walter will put the garbage out and Walter manages all 
the business stuff […] I do everything with love, although, I need to hear from 
him, ‘You did that really well,’ or ‘Hey, that’s done - that’s wonderful!’” 
(Nel). 

The help from their husbands or partners is not taken-for-granted but is 
appreciated largely. The unpaid tasks are divided along recognisable gender lines, 
but the inequalities that come with that are unquestioned.  

“I think I do more, it just doesn’t feel like he’s is not the type that hits the 
sofa. It’s more a consequence of the fact that I am home more than he is” 
(Carien).  

“I do most household chores and he does his little things as well” (Brigitte).  

Mothers do not think they care better than their husbands, yet they do consider 
themselves more sensitive, for example buying birthday presents, or putting an 
extra jacket on when it is cold.  

Mothers with (small) part-time jobs are somewhat judgemental towards full-
time working mothers, mirroring their relatively traditional gender attitude: Why 
do you have a child if you want to work full time? Working five days? I find that 
absurd. Often, they do not only find it disheartening for the children, but also 
pitiful for the women themselves, because they miss so much. The mothers in this 
group have no critical remarks regarding full-time mothering: “Do I need to have 
an opinion on that? You can’t force anyone to work, can you?” (Willemien). 

Motherhood  

The privileged mothers have strong and positive identifications with their 
maternal role. They have found a balance between the needs of their children and 
that of themselves. They often feel like natural mothers, want to be a warm 
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mother figure, and had an idyllic picture of motherhood when they were young, 
sitting down with their children while playing with toys. And now they are not 
disappointed and do not consider motherhood as a burden, although they do admit 
that having the children around all day often makes them physically more tired 
than working all day. The mothers always thought they would stop working if 
they had children, but they like their jobs, and have found that it is not necessary 
to stop working altogether, because their parents do their share or their husbands 
help out, together with a few days professional day care. The interviewees would 
never take their children to the crèche too often, as that would be considered a 
failure to their children, and is often not something that they were used to 
themselves when they were young either.  

3. Mothers with large part-time jobs (25-35 hours): Balancers 

Narrative of choice 

The narrative of the mothers with large part-time jobs is that they try to balance 
their desires to be both good mothers and good workers. They tend to really enjoy 
their work and motherhood: Work is essential, caring is important. The sense of 
self-agency among this group towards work is high. There are examples of 
mothers who are able to change their life paths when things happened that they 
disliked. Like Sophie who once gave up a job where she had to share an office 
with a colleague who smoked three packs a day, and than there was a friend who 
said: “Why don’t you start your own business?” She thought: “Anything’s better 
than this, I just want to go”. So she left the job and started out on her own. Or 
Juul who realises, “I have actually often done the things that people advised me 
against. But I was strong-headed.”  

However, their ‘choice’ of work hours (generally 32 hours), which 
corresponds with their preferred number of work hours, is also characterised by 
the social expectations to work part-time and not full-time.  

“In my work it is an exception to work three days, but also to work five days” 
(Medina). 

“It seemed fun to be one day alone with your child, yet I also did not quite 
dare to continue working full-time.”  

Have you talked to someone about it?  

“Yes. But you don’t have to say much, because everyone assumes 
automatically that you will work less” (Juul).  

“Jan finds it okay that I started working less. I think that for him it was quite 
nice, he got more leeway then: because he really likes to work a lot” (Alice).  
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Work attitude 

The women in this group, as in the previous groups, have positive attitudes 
towards work. Actually all these mothers agree that work gives a sense of self-
identity and self-dignity. Yet, in this latter group, mothers also mention a motive 
that was remarkably absent in the previous two groups, namely their economic 
independence. Although sometimes they work because of financial necessity, 
they never only work for the money. They also share the conviction that women 
should be financially independent, otherwise: What would you do if you ended up 
alone? They consider it rather naïve where women do not find this important.  

Balancing mothers also narrate that they made early adult choices in relation 
to their education and profession. “After a two-hour lecture in philosophy, I felt 
immediately, I belong there. I actually had it quite worked out, when I think about 
it” (Juul). Sometimes the mothers describe how they were encouraged by other 
people, because of role models of women in the media, family members who had 
the same profession, stimulating teachers, sometimes supporting friends, but they 
also refer to bugbears.  

“To work in a shoe shop, the thought of that made me sick, horrible. Yet I had 
no legs up, no network. I thought it has to work, otherwise my life could fail 
[…] I thought if I earn my own money with designing, I have succeeded in 
life” (Sophie).  

However, often it is that case that the occupations they are doing now in one 
that they fell into, and was not part of a planned career. And some mothers 
confess that if they had the chance to plan their professional path again, they 
would make different choices, and given a second chance would want to be a 
scientist, a doctor, a psychologist, something more artistic, or to have their own 
company.  

“Somewhere in that period I have been put on a different track, now I think 
why didn’t I stick to my own one” (Alice).  

Or Cathy, who describes herself as a real entrepreneur, and that’s what she 
always will be. However, if she could start over a again, she would prefer to be a 
doctor.  Mothers did not follow their ‘real’ dream for a variety of reasons, but two 
overwhelmingly prevailed: either they fell in love or they needed or wanted 
money. As a result, their dream careers just didn’t happen.   

However most mothers are not unsatisfied with their present occupations, and 
think they are doing reasonably well. They suppose that if they wanted to climb 
higher on the professional ladder, they would have to give up a lot, especially in 
relation to the care of their children, which is something they would dislike. The 
mothers are often proud of their jobs, and people around them envy them, 
because of the interesting or attractive work they are doing, or because of the time 
schedule and flexibility of their work. 



Socialized Choices - Labour Market Behaviour of Dutch Mothers  

94 

Gender attitude 

The ideal family life of mothers within this group is, without exception, to share 
paid and unpaid tasks equally with their partners. Furthermore, a large number of 
mothers within this group seem to practise their ideal, especially if their husbands 
work four days per week as well. These mothers realise their rather exceptional 
gender division of labour, and describe their partners as unmacho men, as 
gentlemen, or as caring fathers. The greatest contrast with the previous two 
groups is that for mothers in this group, it is certainly not a self-evident matter to 
take the lion’s share of the household work: “Preferably, I do nothing in the 
household.” (Cathy).  

They often have someone else in to clean the house. However, as in the 
previous groups, they do not consider men and women equal, and remaining 
inequalities are justified while referring to their character or else accepted 
because men and women are just not the same. 

“I am a bit ambivalent. I like to do it myself, because I think I give them more 
attention than he does and I help them more with homework, but I am not 
always happy with our situation either. He cooks once a week, but I need to 
say, ‘do you want to cook again today?’“ (Alice). 

“I was shocked how soon I found myself in those patterns, yet I do think it is a 
biological thing” (Diana).  

Moreover, if gender roles are reversed, these are emphasised and remarked 
upon.  Also within this group, the women have a greater responsibility for 
thinking about the organisation of the household, especially in relation to the task 
of care. The following quote from Juul illustrates how mothers perceive 
themselves and persist in taking on this responsibility.  

“And it’s not that I do more, but I feel more responsible. If I can’t care for the 
children, then I do not saddle him with it, but call a babysitter. If he can’t, I’ll 
do it as well, I call the babysitter, so I organise it. It is probably my 
character” (Juul). 

Like most mothers, Juul individualises her responsibility for the caring as well 
as for the household tasks, whereas in fact the large majority of Dutch women 
bear this responsibility. Wiesmann et al. (2010, p.351) demonstrate that “women 
generally bear most of the responsibility for the majority of domestic tasks, 
something which they often found tiring and stressful when combined with paid 
work.”  

Sometimes, balancing mothers discuss their discontent with their partners, but 
the narratives also reveal acquiescence with the situation.  

“For me, it would make a difference if Jan would collect them from school 
once a week, but he can’t make it” (Yvette).  
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“It would be ideal if Eric got home somewhat earlier, but that is not going to 
happen” (Medina).  

Another finding in relation to their gender attitudes is that despite their wish 
to share paid and unpaid tasks equally with their partners, if mothers do succeed, 
they start to feel guilty towards their partner, and pursue gender-compensating 
strategies. Take Sophy, for example, who shares the unpaid tasks equally during 
the week, but then as a reward gives her partner the whole of Sunday off.  

Mothers who prefer a large part-time job are fairly critical about full-time 
homemakers. However, they also think that working full-time and being a mother 
at the same time is too demanding, and wonder how these mothers manage. They 
think they miss a lot of their children, and do not consider that fulfilling. Their 
remarks reveal a fine demarcation line between mothers with large part-time jobs 
and full-time working mothers. Although some contradictions in their narratives 
appear as well, rationalities have been put forward to justify their own choices, 
even though they are not consistent towards other women. For example, Cathy 
describes how she gave up her managerial position when her child arrived 
because, according to her, working less than 5 days a week was not possible at a 
certain management level. Yet, later she says she does not believe women who 
say they cannot work less than five days in their jobs.  

Early adult attitude towards motherhood 

For the mothers in this group, having children was not something that had always 
been taken for granted, and at least wasn’t a serious consideration before they 
turned thirty. Often they had children because they felt there was no option not to 
have them: their husband wanted to have children, people around them had 
children, or it felt like the last chance before their forties. Sometimes they felt that 
once they became a mother, their life would end, and this negative sentiment 
towards motherhood could also prevail into their thirties. Now they are mothers 
they actually enjoy it, but at the beginning they often had difficulties getting used 
to their new identity as a mum.  

“I hit the roof during my first pregnancy leave, I was bored to death “ 
(Annemiek).   

“I felt trapped, I wanted to give the stroller a huge push: Whaaah leave me 
alone!” (Sophy). 

Sometimes they worked three days for a while when their children were 
young, but often they found it boring, difficult and exhausting. Motherhood is 
experienced as fulfilling and great, but also as tiring and difficult. They would 
like to work less in the evenings, have more time to read a book, or to call friends.  
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“Sometimes I think, ‘Go away all of you!’ I want to have space for myself. I 
start screaming at my children when they just ask an innocent question, then I 
feel guilty about it” (Medina).  

Yet, they would feel egoistic as well to take their children to day care more 
than three days per week. Most interviewed mothers within this group, as with the 
previous groups, wish to raise their children as much as possible by both parents 
themselves. They adapt – or try to at least – their working schedules as much as 
they can, in order to be able to collect their children from school. In other cases, 
they make use of a child-minder or, preferably, they ask their own parents to pick 
up their children from school.  

4. Full-time working mothers: Ambitious 

Narrative of choice 

As expected, mothers with full-time work have very strong narratives of choice 
towards work: “I come from the generation that you just do what you want “ 
(Ingrid). In particular, full-time working mothers seem clear in their choices and 
often deliberately do not choose part-time work. “I’m just not the type for part-
time work. I have not the discipline to say, ‘This is my limit, I do not work more’“ 
(Alisha). 

Generally these mothers didn’t even consider cutting back their work hours 
after their children were born. Some mothers believe it is impossible to perform 
their jobs in fewer hours, and they would have to choose a less interesting job if it 
was part-time. For example, a single mother, Michelle, describes that she needs 
the money, but she would also keep working if she didn’t need to. However, she 
would slow down her pace. That is to say, she would work the same number of 
hours, but differently.  

Sometimes, mothers work full-time because they want to be paid for the work 
they are doing, whereas other women might give up pay to be flexible in their 
work hours, but work an additional number of hours in their own time. Full-time 
working mothers want the salary they deserve. The narratives of full-time 
working mothers reveal a strong sense of self-agency.   

“And then I only wanted to live in Amsterdam. I first had to find a house and 
then a job, which was very difficult at that time […] I would never get stuck 
somewhere. I would never fall in despair and sit down: I hate it when people 
do that” (Michelle).  

And also Ilse, who went to Hong Kong, after she had already been to New 
York and Japan, to find a job there, which she achieved and she ended up staying 
there for five years. Later, when she reached the age of forty, she invited forty 
friends, and she put several points of discussion on the agenda about the 
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combination of work and motherhood. She received so many positive reactions to 
her idea, that it was the beginning of her publishing her own magazine.  

Work attitude 

Remarkably, full-time working mothers recall that even though they are 
ambitious in their self-development, they have no wish to make a career or climb 
the social ladder. The mothers are ambitious and have careers, yet they claim not 
to be too preoccupied with their careers. Mothers rather underline the intrinsic 
values of work, and distance themselves from (petty) extrinsic values. 

“I am ambitious in terms of what I want to achieve, but not in terms of having 
a career that doesn’t interest me” (Lotte).  

Within this group, mothers also underline the importance of their economic 
independence. They describe how this value already existed before they entered 
the labour market.  

“I’ve always said as a young girl, that at the very least I want to earn my own 
money. It is one of the main reasons why I work” (Alisha).  

And for Annelies, it is horrific to think that because she has no income she 
couldn’t leave her partner if she wanted to.  Ambitious mothers cannot imagine 
being without work, and do not grasp what full-time mothers do all day. They 
consider it unwise and highlight the necessity of economic independence.  

“Then I think, ‘why did you study?’. I think there must be some payback, and 
that is what I miss a bit in the Netherlands” (Ebru). 

Generally, full-time working mothers have always worked many hours and 
enjoyed it. They do not mind that work takes up the majority of their time – it is 
taken-for-granted as part of the game if you want to be taken seriously by male 
colleagues and want to achieve something. Sometimes they would prefer more 
flexibility, and would like to work one day per week from home, if this is not yet 
possible.  

There are some exceptions of full-time working mothers who stepped out of 
the labour market for a (short) period. Some mothers who work in the public 
sector made use of the financially attractive availability of paid parental leave, 
when their children were younger. However, most of their experiences were 
negative. For example Ebru gave up her job overnight, because she was fed up 
with the “bullshit” at work. However, when she was at home she did not like it at 
all, “It is really no fun to be at home”, and she could only remember the good 
things about work. So she started working full-time again and her children went 
to professional day care five days a week, which is exceptional in the Netherlands 
and also demonstrates her strong sense of self-agency. Another example is Rosa, 
who had to stop working after her first pregnancy because of pelvic instability, 
yet she “missed the whole world”. 
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Gender attitude 

The mothers who work and prefer to work full-time have the most egalitarian 
gender attitudes, with corresponding divisions of tasks at home with their 
spouses, if a partner is present. The mothers often emphasise that they would 
never be able to work that many hours without their partner. In some cases, their 
husbands perform the majority of the unpaid tasks. However, just like the other 
groups, full-time working mothers accept differences between men and women 
and rearing practices along recognisable gender lines.  

“Women interact differently with children to men. I do think that women care 
slightly better. I mean really taking care of them, making sure they get enough 
vitamins, have had their bath and things like that. Asking, how school was 
[…] I can see that my husband can challenge them more, at times when I’d  
say, ‘don’t do that’“ (Annelies). 

And they all pull the strings in the household organisation: “I have more 
responsibility for the organisation of the household. It would be nice if he would 
take on more responsibility. But it is just more man-like to take it easy in the 
household” (Marlieke). 

And they also pursue some gender-compensating strategies, like Sheila and 
Alisha who have divided the tasks almost equally with their partners. However, 
on Sundays Alisha is in the kitchen for hours to cook all the meals for the week. 
And Sheila does exactly the same, and also describes how in the beginning, when 
her partner stayed at home with their young children, she had prearranged 
everything for him: “I planned ahead, cooked dinner and put everything in order 
[…] I called him in the afternoon, however I do trust him now.” She still cooks 
before she leaves home, and he just needs to warm the food up. 

Early adult attitude towards motherhood 

Attitudes of full-time working mothers towards mothering are similar to those of 
balancing mothers. Their early adult attitudes towards motherhood were 
ambivalent. Before their thirties, motherhood was not self-evident for them.  

“Kurt really wanted to be a father. My desire for a child was not as strong as 
Kurt’s” (Claire).  

These mothers generally have fewer children than the mothers without jobs or 
with small jobs, and gave birth to their children at a comparatively older age. 
Their overall narrative is that they find work easier than motherhood. Some 
mothers had children at a young age – occasionally by accident, sometimes 
planned – but motherhood was more of a burden than they had expected. They 
find work easier.  
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As mentioned, mothers in this group appear somewhat less sensitive to the 
Dutch norm of self-care and of not taking their children to professional day-care 
too often, or not having an au pair.  

“It needs to be organised: professional day care is the best thing that has 
happened to me” (Alisha).  

However, ambitious mothers generally also consider three days enough. They 
are reluctant to admit they make use of an au pair. And although they do give up 
shared time with their children in favour of work, they sacrifice their own leisure, 
social and hobby time, to spend as much time as possible with their children. This 
finding corresponds with the conclusion drawn by Garcia-Mainar et al. (2011) 
who demonstrates that more hours spent on paid work is associated with more 
hours spent on childcare by the mother herself (the opposite relationship is found 
with fathers). 

3.7 Conclusions and discussion 

The present study aims to shed light on how behaviour is explained by mothers in 
their narratives of choice, work preference and their attitudes towards work, 
gender and motherhood, in order to understand the diverse employment pattern of 
Dutch mothers. For this purpose, 39 mothers living in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands, with diverse employment behaviours, were interviewed. They were 
grouped as: stay-at-home mothers, mothers with small part-time jobs (12-24 
hours), mothers with large part-time jobs (25-25 hours) and full-time working 
mothers. The analysis revealed that the alternative courses of employment action 
among the interviewees coincides with different mixes of choice, constraints, 
preferences and attitudes, which form the basis of a typology, as is displayed in 
table 2.  

Table 2. Typology of mothers based on their employment narratives. 

Work hours 
0 

Drifters 
12-24 

Privilegeds 
25-35 

Balancers 
35> 

Ambitious 
Narrative of choice ‘Self agency’ _ ++ + ++ 
Preferred work hours 16-24 hours 16-24 hours 25-35 hours 35> hours 
Work attitude + + ++ ++ 
Economic independence _ _ ++ ++ 

Gender attitude 
Traditional/ 

adaptive 
Rather  

traditional 
Adaptive/ 
Egalitarian 

Egalitarian 

Satisfaction gender division of 
labour 

+/- ++ +/- + 

Motherhood ++ ++ +/- +/- 

  -=absent, +/-=ambivalent or variable, +=positive, ++= very positive 

The typology of mothers in table 2 shows how mothers differ in their rationalities 
of choice, which are much more concerned with weighing the financial costs and 
benefits, while explaining their work aspirations and choosing their career paths. 
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Their “narratives of choice” relate to a sense of self agency, their (young adult) 
attitudes towards work (especially towards economic independence) and 
motherhood. These all vary, which can be patterned in relation to their 
employment activity. More research is needed to shed light on the origins of these 
differences among the groups of mothers: it might be a result of early 
socialization patterns, as is shown by previous research (e.g. Barret and White 
2002; Cunningham, 2001; Trent and South, 1992), or could be driven by personal 
traits, since the interviewees all live in one homogenous institutional and social 
context.  

The extent to which choices have been released from society’s ties, freeing 
mothers to choose their own lifestyles, as is argued to be the case by post-
modernist theories, seems open for debate. Stay-at-home mothers describe how 
for various reasons they are not able to work their preferred number of hours, but 
rather are led by negative (work) experiences and their partners’ neutral attitudes 
towards mothers’ work ambitions. This seems to have been decisive in their 
behavioural steps towards becoming a full-time homemaker. This finding 
confirms earlier research. “When women want to quit work, it is typically because 
their jobs are not good, not because they want to be full-time homemakers” 
(Thompson, 1989, p.851). “Women who face blocked mobility or other problems, 
are ‘pushed’ toward domesticity” (Risman, 1999, p.323). Stay-at-home mothers 
experience a tension between their (and others’) acceptance of their decision to 
give up work on the one hand, and societal expectations that they work part-time 
on the other. “Stay-at-home parents expressed that they felt society’s 
disappointment for not doing more challenging and interesting work” 
(Zimmerman, 2000, p.343). 

In addition, how do we value choice, when mothers ‘choose’ a life that fits 
society’s cultural standards perfectly, by working a small number of hours and 
being a good and present mother as well, which is the case for the privileged 
mothers? And how do we perceive choice when mothers try to combine 
motherhood and full-time work, sacrificing leisure time and sleep, while they still 
carry the main responsibility for the unpaid tasks? Evidence of movement 
towards role-sharing in the home is limited to only a small group of mothers.  The 
findings lead to the conclusion that mothers’ employment behaviour can be 
viewed a result of a dynamic interplay between a mother’s sense of self-agency, 
work preference and gender and work attitudes on the one hand, and her work-life 
experiences, her circumcised needs, society’s institutions and gender norms on 
the other. Put differently, Dutch mothers’ heterogeneous labour market behaviour 
cannot be understood as simple and varied expressions of free choice, but rather 
as mostly intentional, but also unintentional, outcomes of mothers’ diverse – 
though always engendered – perceptions of possibilities and constraints.  

The results might help the Dutch Government in their aim to achieve an active 
labour force of 80 per cent by 2020.35 In particular, this is focussed upon the 

                                                           
35  Share of the total population (age 15-65) that aspires to work more than 12 hours a week, 
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preferences of stay-at-home mothers. The study revealed that the current lifestyle 
of stay-at-home mothers does not correspond to their attitudes or preferred 
lifestyle, which is not as traditional or home-centred as one would expect. Their 
stories of how as young adults they missed a helping hand in choosing their 
profession, or why else they are not able to put their work preferences into 
practice, opens opportunities for achieving the Dutch political goal.  

Despite clear disparities, there are also uniformities among the mothers’ 
stories. In all narratives, the perception of gender, considerations for society’s 
norms and values in relation to the appropriate division of labour, and stereotypes 
of femininity and masculinity, are almost entirely absent. The interviewees are 
generally satisfied with the division of labour with their husband and are reluctant 
to make critical remarks, despite obvious inequalities among all groups. Previous 
research has already demonstrated that women have a discordant interest in 
seeing the domestic division of labour as unfair (Beagan et al., 2008, p.656). 
“Women may feel that criticism of domestic inequality constitutes a personal 
attack on the men in their lives” (Kane and Sanchez, 1994, p.1081).  

The findings of this study reveal that many mothers have in the back of their 
minds vivid pictures of their fathers sitting on the couch with a newspaper, 
compared to which the contributions of their own husband seem a big 
improvement. These conclusions concerning the perception of gender 
demonstrate that societal expectations, which shape gender norms, have indeed, 
as Beagon (2007) formulates it, “gone underground”. The current upbringing 
along recognisable gender lines is justified by the expected natural differences, or 
else tends to be privatised: “it is probably my character”. A remarkable 
homogenous status quo of harmoniously accepting the differences between the 
spouses seems present in the Netherlands. There is no manifest conflict (Komter, 
1990b), although mothers might tacitly desire more equality (Wiesmann et al., 
2010). However, there are subtle differences between mothers, corresponding to 
their gender attitudes regarding the ‘acceptance’ of these inequalities. Mothers 
with traditional or adaptive attitudes often do not see inequalities, but perceive the 
situation as natural (mothers with small part-time jobs), or do not consider it right 
to complain about it (full-time mothers). Egalitarian mothers find it more or less 
normal that their husbands take on a large part of the unpaid work, but seem to 
surrender to the remaining inequalities. The present “narrative of non-
complaining” among Dutch mothers, as it may be part of the Dutch gender 
culture and also apparent in other affluent societies, might be one of the reasons 
why (Bianchi et al., 2000) the share of Dutch husbands partaking in household 
tasks and care has shown little progress since 1995 (Bucx, 2011), and why part-
time work remains such a popular option for most Dutch mothers. 
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Chapter 4 

 The vital and stabilising role of work preferences within Dutch 
mothers’ labour market decisions 

36
  

4.1 Introduction 

There is a large body of research documenting the strong increase in female 
labour market participation, the substantial differences between female 
employment patterns across countries, and the influence of social policy and the 
prevailing gender and care culture as major explanatory factors (e.g. Aboim, 
2010; Daly, 2000; Esping-Andersen, 1990; Kremer, 2007; Mandel, 2009; Pfau-
effinger, 2006). Many studies emphasise that in order to understand women’s 
labour market activity, we need to look at institutional factors as well as cultural 
factors, given that institutional and cultural development can diverge (Steiber and 
Haas, 2012, p.249). However, institutions and cultural norms may not affect 
every woman in the same way. On the contrary, Steiber and Haas (2012) 
concluded, in their state-of-the-art research article on women’s employment 
patterns, that there is mounting evidence that institutions have different effects on 
different types of women (p.359). Consequently, in most Western countries the 
female employment pattern is rather heterogeneous.  

Relatively few studies focus on the variation of employment patterns within a 
country. These studies usually start from the micro-economic assumption that the 
number of hours a person prefers to work is the result of a rational choice 
between income and leisure (Becker, 1965; Steiber and Haas, 2012). Recent 
studies usually also include attitudinal factors to explain differences in female 
employment (Cloïn 2010; Kraaykamp, 2012; Steiber and Haas, 2009, 2012). This 
study builds on this scientific work and tries to combine both perspectives. This 
chapter’s main contribution is to shed more light on the causes of mother’s 
varying labour market behaviour in one country, viz. the Netherlands.  

I consider the Netherlands an interesting case in which to study the variation 
at the individual level, for two reasons. Firstly, compared to other Western 
countries, the Netherlands exhibits a particular diverse female working pattern 
(table 1), especially among mothers. In 2010, 32.4 per cent of mothers were not in 
paid work, 42.5 per cent worked between 12 to 24 hours a week, 13.8 per cent 
worked 25 to 35 hours a week, and 11.3 per cent worked 36 hours or more (CBS 
Statline, 2011). Secondly, Dutch women appear to have more opportunities than 

                                                           
36 This chapter is based on a paper, co-authored by Paul de Beer, and is submitted to a blind peer-

reviewed journal. 
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those in other affluent countries to turn their work preferences into practice 
(Hakim 2003c; Plantenga, 2002). Working time laws and collective agreements 
between employers’ associations and trade unions at the industry level all 
facilitate part-time work (Kremer, 2007; Tijdens, 2006; Van Doorne-Huiskes and 
Schipper, 2010). Research has shown that also in other Western countries, many 
mothers would prefer part-time work if their employers would allow it (Fagan, 
2001; Jacob, 2008; Portegijs et al., 2008b). Admittedly, this part-time preference 
must be viewed within the context of engendered societal expectations regarding 
parenting and work (Charles and Harris, 2007; Duncan, 2005; Halrynjo and Lyng, 
2009). Nonetheless, not all Dutch mothers work part-time. Some have a full-time 
job, while others are not employed at all. It is therefore interesting to examine 
what factors explain these different choices.  

This study contributes to the existing knowledge of female labour 
participation in three ways. 

Firstly, this study makes both a theoretical and an empirical distinction 
between work preferences (operationalised as the preferred number of work 
hours), and personal gender and work attitudes. Most sociological studies do not 
distinguish between the more concrete work preferences on the one hand, and 
(personal) gender and work attitudes on the other. Although the concepts are 
certainly related, I argue, mainly based on theories of social psychology (Ajzen, 
1991; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1973, 2005), that work preferences and gender and 
work attitudes are different concepts and must be analysed separately. This study 
focuses on the mediating role of preferences between work and gender attitudes 
on the one hand, and actual labour market behaviour on the other.   

Secondly, most studies of the relationship between attitudes and behaviour do 
not distinguish between people’s general values and their personal attitudes. 
General gender values refer to what people consider to be appropriate for other 
people regarding the division of tasks between spouses, while personal gender 
attitudes refer to a person’s ideal with respect to the division of labour in one’s 
own family life (Hakim 2000, 2003a and 2003b). Personal gender attitudes 
appear to be more strongly related to labour market behaviour than general 
gender values (Cloïn, 2010; Hakim, 2003a-c; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman 
et al., 1999). By including both types of attitudes in the analysis of Dutch 
mothers’ labour market preferences and behaviour, their relative impact can be 
compared.  

Thirdly, labour market studies that include gender and work attitudes 
increasingly focus on the causality of the relationship between attitudes and 
behaviour (Cunningham et al., 2005; Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004; Jansen and 
Kalmijn, 2000; Kan, 2007; Kraaykamp, 2012; Steiber and Haas, 2009, 2012). 
Hakim (2003a, 2003b) claimed that women’s personal lifestyle preferences are 
important indicators of their future labour participation. Nonetheless, Steiber and 
Haas (2012) conclude in their cutting-edge research article that the process of 
adaptation of attitudes to actual behaviour is more common than the attitude-
based choice of behaviours (p.347). This study tries to shed some light on the 
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stable components of attitudes and preferences, by including objective parental 
socializing factors that may have influenced mother’s attitudes and preference a 
priori of her entering the labour market.  

The main research question is:  

To what extent do heterogeneous general gender values and personal gender 
and work attitudes of Dutch mothers explain their number of preferred work 
hours, and in turn, to what extent can their preferred number of work hours 
explain their labour market behaviour? 

I try to answer this question with a path analysis using data from a survey among 
a representative sample of Dutch mothers. For this study, a special questionnaire 
was completed in November 2010 by 935 mothers with at least one child below 
the age of 13 still living at home. 

The main limitation of the study is that it is based on a cross sectional survey, 
meaning that behaviour and intentions (preferences and attitudes) are measured at 
the same moment. The path model that I test is based on the assumption that 
socializing factors influence attitudes and preferences, and thus preferences have 
some origins a priori of behaviour, which might act as a stabilising factor on work 
preferences. In the study it is acknowledged that there is also an opposite causal 
effect running from behaviours towards preferences and attitudes. The factual 
causality can only be determined with longitudinal data, which is, unfortunately, 
not available.  

In the next sections I discuss three hypotheses based on a concise overview of 
the literature on the key concepts of this study: work preferences (preferred 
number of work hours), work and gender attitudes, and parental socialization.  

4.2 Preferred number of work hours: cause or effect? 

The first part of this section addresses the question of the extent to which work 
preferences influence labour market behaviour. Labour market behaviour of 
mothers can be split into the decision to work or stay at home, and subsequently 
the number of hours that mothers work. Work preferences are here defined as the 
number of hours mothers prefer to work, and not as mothers’ occupational 
choices. The main focus is to understand the variation on women’s labour 
participation, since this variation is particularly large in the Netherlands, and not 
their diverse choices of occupation. 

The expected relationship between work preferences and labour market 
behaviour is based on the theory of planned behaviour of Ajzen (1991) and Ajzen 
and Fishbein (1973, 2005). This theory assumes that in a given situation, a person 
holds or forms a specific intention towards his behaviour, which influences his 
successive overt behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein 1973, p.42; Ajzen, 1991, p.182). 
In other words, intention is an aim that guides action to perform a single 
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behaviour. At the base lies the assumption that the stronger the intention for a 
certain behaviour, the more likely it is that a person will perform that behaviour. 
The overt behaviour in this study is labour market participation and the number of 
hours that a Dutch mother actually works. There is thus a high compatibility 
between the goal of the preferred behaviour and the action itself, viz. the number 
of work hours, and therefore a high correspondence between the preference and 
the behaviour can be expected. (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.183).  

Many empirical psychological studies have demonstrated the predictive 
validity of behavioural intentions, for example in drugs or condom use, prisoners’ 
dilemmas, migration or in political voting (Sheeran, 2002). Sheeran (2002) 
reported in his meta-analysis of intent-behavioural studies, an overall correlation 
of .53 between intention and behaviour (also Irvine and Evans, 1995; Swanborn, 
1996, p.37). In relation to labour market behaviour empirical studies on the 
relationship between intention and action/behaviour are scarce, although there are 
some studies on intentions of migration and entrepreneurship (Carr and Sequeira 
2007; Kreuger, Reilly and Carsrud, 2000). Kreuger et al. (2000) for example 
showed in their empirical study among 97 North-American senior business 
students that intentions contribute to explaining why many entrepreneurs decide 
to start a business long before they learn about the opportunities.  

There is a long-running scientific discourse about the causality: do intentions 
cause behaviour or do they rather reflect the evaluation of current or past 
behaviour (French et al., 2005; Plotnikoff, Lubans, Trih and Craig, 2012; 
Swanborn, 1996). According to Ajzen and Fishbein (2005), there is exceeding 
evidence, based especially on longitudinal studies, that shows that intentions have 
an important causal impact on behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.198). 
Nonetheless, Ajzen and Fishbein acknowledge that the relationship between 
intention and behaviour is reciprocal. Performing a particular behaviour can yield 
new insights in the consequences of that behaviour, the expectations of others, 
and the issue of control. This feedback in itself is likely to influence future 
intentions and behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.195). Nonetheless, Azjen 
and Fishbein argue that this insight still begs the question why people behaved 
previously in that particular way (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.201-202). 
Moreover, why is a particular situation perceived as an insurmountable stumbling 
block by one person and may present a stepping stone to someone else (Hakim, 
2000, p.170). Put differently, why do women perceive similar situations 
differently?  

Most sociological studies of people’s preferred number of work hours focus 
on the mismatch between preferred and actual work hours, and the negative 
consequences of these mismatches such as harmful effects on people’s lives and 
under-utilisation or over-employment of the labour force (Constant and 
Otterbach, 2011, p.1; Holmes et al., 2012; Reynolds, 2003). The upshot of these 
studies is that mismatches are caused by institutional and labour market 
constraints (e.g. lack of appropriate childcare, insufficient availability of suitable 
jobs), job characteristics (e.g. rigid standard working weeks, non-supportive 
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supervisors) and socio-demographic factors (gender, age, educational level, 
ethnicity etc.) (Drago et al., 2009; Jacob, 2008; Reynolds, 2003; Stone, 2007).  

Various studies have shown that a substantial proportion of working mothers 
prefer to work more or fewer hours than they actually do (Reynolds, 2003). 
Holmes et al. (2012) showed, in a quantitative longitudinal study among 1,141 
North American families, spanning the first three years after the birth of their first 
child, that almost half of the mothers preferred part-time employment, but only 2 
to 8 per cent realised their preference (p.509). Jacob (2008) demonstrates that 
only 36 per cent of the 1,777 American mothers in her sample were in their 
preferred work situation, many mothers preferred part-time work (p.222).  

These studies of the mismatch between preferred and actual work hours 
demonstrate that most working mothers are not able to translate their preferences 
fully into behaviour, but neither do they adapt their work preferences fully to their 
actual work situation, as would be argued by cognitive-dissonant theorists 
(Festinger, Riecken and Schachter, 1956; Kroska and Elman, 2009; Stähli et al., 
2009), since then we would not observe any mismatch. Whereas many 
sociological studies try to explain the mismatch between preferred and actual 
hours, this study concentrates on the correspondence between preferred and 
actual work hours. Theoretically, the study assumes that work preferences, 
measured as the preferred number of work hours, reflect the interplay of what 
mothers like, what they conceive as possible, and what they perceive others 
expect them to do.  

Thus, the first hypothesis reads:  

A mother’s labour participation is largely determined by her preferred number 
of work hours. 

4.3 The impact of attitudes on preferences 

The second aim of this study is to reveal the relationship between attitudes and 
work preferences. In this light, the theory of Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 1991, 
2005) appeared again relevant, and is therefore further explored. The first 
assumption of the theory of planned behaviour is, as described above, that 
intention forms the immediate antecedent of actual behaviour. In this study this is 
translated as: the preferred number of hours affect labour market. Secondly, 
intention (or preference) is, in its turn, affected by attitude toward behaviour, the 
subjective norm and perceived behavioural control (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, 
p.194). Within the scope of this study I only focus on the relationship between 
attitude towards behaviour and intention. 

Attitude toward behaviour reflects the extent to which a person has a 
favourable or unfavourable evaluation or appraisal of the specific behaviour that 
is being examined. The concept takes account of instrumental (desirable-
undesirable) and experiential (pleasant-unpleasant) aspects (Ajzen and Fishbein, 
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2005, p.199). As a general rule, attitudes based on direct experience, which is – 
except for adolescents – mostly the case for labour market behaviour, are more 
predictive of subsequent behaviour than attitudes based on second-hand 
information (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.180). And the more positive and robust 
(consistent and easily accessible in memory) the attitude, the stronger will be the 
effect of the person’s preference on the performed behaviour (Ajzen, 1991). The 
theory acknowledges that attitudes can be influenced by various background 
factors, such the educational level, income, religion, and personality. 

Many empirical studies have demonstrated that women’s employment 
decisions depend on objective factors, like the household’s finances and the 
availability of suitable jobs, yet they are combined with subjective evaluations of 
these factors based on attitudes (Beets et al., 1997; Bolzendahl and Myers, 2004; 
Cloïn, 2010; Cunningham et al. 2005; Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004; Hoffnung, 
2004; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Kan, 2007; Steiber and Haas, 2009). However, as 
mentioned above, most sociological studies do not consider the intermediate 
factor of work preferences.   

Hakim was one of the first scholars to argue that women’s decision on how 
much to work is based on their personal sex role attitudes and work preferences.  
Several follow-up studies have demonstrated the validity of attitudinal-
behavioural theories (Marks and Houston, 2002a, 2002b; Risman et al., 1999; 
Van Well and Knijn, 2007). Beets et al. (1997) showed, in a longitudinal study 
among young Dutch adults (18 to 26 years old), between 1987 and 1991, that, 
besides the present characteristics of their job and their educational attainment, 
their earlier gender role orientation is an important predictor of their later 
intention to reconcile family and work roles. Hoffnung (2004) finds, based on a 
longitudinal study among 178 women of five New England (US) colleges and 
universities, that the plans of senior students regarding their future work and 
family life were significantly associated with their educational achievement and 
occupational status seven years later.  

Opponents of these theories emphasise the number of barriers that people in 
their everyday lives come up against, which limit their choice (Debacker, 2008; 
Marck and Olsen, 1989; McDonald et al., 2006, p.472; Tomlinson, 2006, p.381). 
For example, when it comes to women’s choices, their educational attainment 
presumably has a bearing on their subsequent employment perspectives, as does 
their ethnic and social background, previous employment history and age 
(Crompton and Harris, 1998; Crompton, 2006; Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007). 
Moreover, care networks, work status, and the welfare policy context appear 
significant in shaping women’s abilities to carry out preferences (Tomlinson, 
2006, p.381). And, choices are often shaped in the (often hidden) context of 
inequality as being a result of pre-existing gender values regarding women’s 
appropriate roles at home and in the labour market (Charles and Harris, 2007; 
Duncan, 2005; Everingham et al., 2007; Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009; Komter, 
1990b; McDonald et al., 2006). 
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Hakim (2003) and Ajzen (1991) both acknowledged these constraining 
influences. For example, Hakim demonstrated that 41 per cent of home-centred 
women actually work full-time out of financial necessity (Hakim, 2003c, p.131). 
She claimed that both the structural and individual perspectives are necessary and 
complementary (Hakim, 2003c, p.237-240). Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) also 
reckoned that the theory of planned behaviour has its limits. For example, lack of 
volitional control can prevent people from carrying out an intended behaviour: 
unexpected events can lead to changes in intentions (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, 
p.208). 

As mentioned, what most sociological studies miss is disentangling the more 
abstract concepts of work and gender attitudes and the more concrete number of 
hours a woman prefers to work. For example, Hakim (2000) assumed that 
different work life preferences automatically translate into a particular number of 
desired work hours (also Risman et al., 1999; Stähli, 2009). Home-centred 
women, who have traditional gender attitudes and do not perceive themselves as 
the main providers, are expected to desire no paid work at all. Work-centred 
women, who prefer symmetrical gender roles with their spouses, who perceive 
themselves as the household providers and who would still work in case they win 
the lottery, are assumed to prefer a full-time job (Hakim, 2003c).  

In my view the concepts of work preferences and attitudes must be treated 
separately. The preferred number of work hours is, as mentioned above, to be 
interpreted as the concrete result of internal considerations of what a mother likes, 
what she conceives as possible, and what she perceives others expect her to do. 
This study perceives attitudes to be a set of conscious and unconscious ideas or 
moral views about various aspects of life in general. Moreover, I distinguish 
between general attitudes (or values) and personal attitudes (or lifestyle 
preferences) (Cloïn, 2010; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman et al., 1999). What 
is considered appropriate for others appears not always ideal for one-self. General 
gender values often seem vague and inconsistent with people’s own personal 
plans, and people’s answers to questions about their general values can be prone 
to social desirability (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.176; Hakim, 2003c, p.63; 
Marks and Houston 2002b, p.322; Smithson and Stoke, 2005). For example, 
women may believe that mothers should be free to return to work soon after 
childbirth, but may still be reluctant to return to work soon themselves. Research 
has shown that personal attitudes have a significant effect on labour market 
decisions, whereas more general gender values seem to have no effect (Risman et 
al., 1999) or a much smaller effect (Marks and Houston, 2002a, 2002b).  

Furthermore, this paper distinguishes work attitudes from gender attitudes, 
since job ambitions and motherhood ideals often exist in different spheres. For 
example, Katchadourian and Boli (1994) concluded that women as well as men 
were better prepared for the world of work than they were for family life (in 
Hoffnung, 2004, p.712). Marks and Houston (2002a) found that work 
commitment was the attitudinal factor that best explained women’s employment 
behaviour, while women’s ideological views on motherhood did not differ: all 
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agreed that motherhood is more important than work. Work attitudes are, here, 
defined as a personal motivation to pursue paid work. Previous studies found that 
the intrinsic characteristics of work (self-development, colleagues) are more 
important for women than the extrinsic characteristics (pay, career-possibilities 
and status), than to men (Cloïn, 2010; Merens et al., 2012). 

This study assumes that general values and personal attitudes lead to 
preferences, which result in a particular behaviour. Situational circumstances and 
demographic factors also affect people’s preferences, although the hypothesis is 
that these factors have less impact on mother’s work preferences than values and 
attitudes. The second hypothesis reads:  

A mother’s preferred number of work hours is primarily influenced by her 
general gender values and her personal gender and work attitudes. 

4.4 Parental characteristics during childhood and its impact on 
mothers’ preferences and attitudes 

As mentioned, a criticism against the attitudinal-behavioural relationship is that it 
draws the wrong conclusion regarding the causal direction (Crompton and Harris, 
1998, p.140; Cunningham et al., 2005; Kan, 2005). These critics underline the 
reciprocal character of attitudes and behaviour: work experiences can reinforce or 
weaken original attitudes. With a cross-sectional analysis this kind of criticism 
cannot be refuted. Moreover, I do not dispute the fact that the relationship is 
reciprocal. Yet, I do aspire to revealing some of the origins of attitudes and 
preferences prior to mothers’ current life and work conditions, and thus 
unravelling the more stable parts of values, attitudes and preferences.    

In order to be able to understand these stable parts I make use of socialization 
theory. Socialization theory focuses on the relational context in which specific 
normative standards and expectations are transmitted (Berger and Luckmann, 
1967). Through the process of socialization, people internalize society’s norms 
and values, and learn to perform their social role as a worker, a parent, a friend, a 
citizen, and so forth (Bandura, 1977; Handel, 2006; Wallace and Wolf, 2006). 
Berger and Luckmann (1967) distinguished between primary socialization during 
childhood and secondary socialization, which occurs throughout life. Primary 
socialization takes place in the period when children meet significant others, the 
parents (or other people who are in charge of upbringing the child), with whom 
they identify emotionally. Childhood is seen as the most important period in life, 
in which the basic structure of the individual’s objective social world is built, 
with which all later situations are compared. 

The influence of parents on adult attitudes and behaviour is confirmed by 
various empirical studies, although its character and strength may vary, for 
example by social class, the temperament of the child, and the reciprocity within 
the relationship (Grusec and Hastings, 2007; Kraaijkamp, 2009; Lareau, 2007). 
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Children of parents with ‘modern’ values appear to have a more egalitarian 
perspective on work and family roles themselves compared to children of parents 
with more traditional values (Barret and White, 2002; Cunningham, 2001; Moen 
et al., 1997; Trent and South, 1992; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006; De Valk, 2008). 
Having religious parents correlates with more traditional preferences among girls 
and boys (De Valk, 2008; Thompson, 1991, p.382). Adolescents tend to have a 
more egalitarian gender attitude when they had a working mother and grew up in 
a non-standard family arrangement (single parent or foster families) (De Valk 
2008; also Marks and Houston 2002b, p.333). Weinshenker (2006) has shown, 
with a study among 194 middle class North American families, that the 
expectations of female adolescents’ (aged 12 to 18) about their future 
employment as a mother were associated with their own mothers’ employment 
histories and her support for gender egalitarianism. Several studies have also 
demonstrated that having a working mother has a significant and stimulating 
effect on the employment behaviour of their daughters (Cloïn, 2010; Sanders, 
1997; Van Putten et al., 2008). 

Socialization theory has a distinct view compared to the literature on 
stratification or intergenerational social mobility. Stratification theory in essence 
points to resource transfers from parents to children. What parents transmit is 
social status, by their educational level and occupation, and subsequent 
similarities in social structural position may generate attitudinal correspondence 
between parents and their kin (Bourdieu 1984; Glass, Bengston and Dunham, 
1986, p.686; Kraaykamp, 2009; Liefbroer and Dijkstra, 2007; Van Putten et al., 
2008, p.438).  

Childhood background characteristics that are included in this study are the 
more objective features: the educational level of both parents, the parental 
division of paid and unpaid work (when the respondent was twelve years old or 
under), and whether the mother was in paid work. The third hypothesis of this 
chapter is: 

A mother’s preferred number of work hours, her general gender values and 
her personal gender and work attitudes are influenced by objective parental 
characteristics during childhood.  

The three hypotheses are illustrated in figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Theoretical model and hypotheses  

4.5 Research method 

The three hypotheses are tested by analysing data from the LISS (Longitudinal 
Internet Studies for the Social Sciences) panel survey, administered by 
CentERdata of Tilburg University, the Netherlands. The LISS panel consists of a 
representative sample of the Dutch population who participate in monthly internet 
surveys. A longitudinal survey is conducted among the panel every year, covering 
a large variety of domains, including work, education, income, housing, time use, 
political views, values and personality. Apart from this annual survey, the 
respondents receive a different questionnaire each month which focuses on a 
particular topic.  

For the analysis a special questionnaire for this study was conducted in 
November 2010 for mothers with at least one child of twelve years old or 
younger, living at home.37 In addition, several questions are used from the 
questionnaires ‘Politics and Values’ and ‘Work and Schooling’, also answered in 
November 2010. The questionnaire included 40 questions and was sent to a 
random selection of 1,374 mothers, of whom 948 returned a completed form 
(response rate 69%).  

The composition of the sample of mothers with respect to age, number of 
children, education and work hours differs only slightly from the composition of 
the full population, as registered by Statistics Netherlands. The sample is 
therefore representative of the Dutch population of mothers with at least one child 
below the age of 13 living at home.   

                                                           
37  Women and their Social Environment, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 

2010. 
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Analysis 

As shown in figure 3, the theoretical model includes three dependent variables, 
the labour market decisions, labour market behaviour and work preference, which 
are simultaneously analysed with a structural path model. The advantage of a 
structural path model is that it enables to examine in one regression analysis the 
causal relationship between a number of independent variables and more than one 
dependent variable. Moreover, the analysis estimates the direct and the indirect 
impact of several independent variables, while controlling for their co-variances. 
In this way the relative importance of the total effect of various attitudes and 
personal characteristics on work preferences and on labour market behaviour can 
be compared. To perform the structural path analysis the study uses the software 
package Amos™ 19 (IBM SPSS®).  

For a well-functioning path analysis, the number of variables included in the 
analysis must be limited. For this reason, a number of logistic and linear (OLS) 
regressions were performed with the dependent variables separately, in order to 
determine which independent variables have a significant effect on the dependent 
variables (see results regression analyses in appendix 2.)38. Next, the most non-
significant variables were removed from the analysis, until only the significant 
variables were left. Finally, all dependent variables and the significant 
independent variables were included in a structural path analysis. Within the 
regression analyses I also tested for multicollinearity, and based on the values 
(Vif) I could accept the variables. The path analysis is based on 935 cases. Based 
on the Bollen-stine bootstrap, a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non 
normal data for a path model, the model is accepted (Arbuckle, 2010).39  

Dependent variables  

Table 3 gives an overview of the descriptive statistics of the dependent variables 
and the background characteristics used in the analysis. 
  

                                                           
38  See also for appendix bilateral correlations of all dependent and independent variables. 
39  Before I could perform a Bollen-Stine bootstrap I had to recode all the missing values into the 

mean values. After recoding the missing values, the model fitted better in 935 bootstrap samples - 
testing the null hypothesis that the model was correct – (Bollen-Stine bootstrap p = .001). 
However, for the missing values Amos computes maximum likelihood estimates. This is preferred 
to regular regression methods handling with missing values (listwise deletion, pairwise deletion or 
data imputation (Arkbuckle, 2010, p.270). Therefore the model that is presented includes the 
missing values.  
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics variables included in model 
 N Min. Max. Mean Std. 

Deviation 

1.  Work yes or no 817 .00 1.00 .740 .439 

2.  Work hours 605 1.00 45.00 23.780 9.274 

3.  Preferred work hours 935 .00 45.00 17.704 12.015 

4.  Level of education  936 1 6 3.73 1.323 

5.  Attendance to religious gatherings  833 1 7 2.08 1.453 

6.  Age  935 18 64 43.52 8.337 

7.  Age2 935 3.24 40.96 19.634 7.289 

8.  Partner present  935 0 1 .87 .333 

9.  Partner no income 935 .00 1.00 .081 .273 

10.  Income partner 842 .00 8.99 6.949 2.251 

11.  Number of children  935 1 6 1.96 .825 

12.  Age of youngest child <4 935 .00 1.00 .236 .425 

13.  Age of youngest child <8 935 .00 1.00 .258 .438 

14.  Age of youngest child <12 935 .00 1.00 .218 .413 
 
Personal work attitudes 

     

15.  A good education is important.  934 0 1 .44 .496 

16.  I want to fulfil my full potential.  934 0 1 .25 .434 

17.  Caring for others is important 934 0 1 .46 .499 

18.  I like to work. 934 0 1 .38 .485 
19.  I work to be valued by my social 

environment.   
934 0 1 .02 .152 

20.  I only want to do what I really want.  934 0 1 .36 .479 

21.  Work is above all a means to earn money.  934 0 1 .28 .447 
22.  I work to be financially independent of 

others.  
934 0 1 .30 .459 

23.  I work to contribute to society.  934 0 1 .10 .300 
24.  When I do not do paid work. I feel less 

worthwhile.   
934 0 1 .07 .256 

25.  I work to make a career.  934 0 1 .02 .130 

26.  General gender values 834 0 0.80 .506 .1371 

27.  Ideal family life 930 1.00 3.00 2.40 .694 

28.  Educational level father.  837 1 5 2.42 1.177 
29.  Educational level mother 863 1 5 2.03 .996 
30.  Parental family life 934 1.00 4.00 1.58 .854 
31.  Did your mother have paid work when you 

were twelve years old? 
935 .00 1.00 .302 .459 

Source: Data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women and their 
social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 

The main dependent variable in the model is a mother’s labour participation. For 
both theoretical and empirical reasons this variable is split in two separate 
variables: whether the respondent has paid work or not (the participation 
variable) and the number of hours per week she works on average when she does 
have paid work. The theoretical reason for this distinction is that the decision to 
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work may be influenced by factors other than the number of work hours. The 
empirical reason is that the distribution of the number of work hours, including 
those who do not work, has a spike at zero hours and a more or less normal 
distribution for positive values, which complicates the estimation of the number 
of work hours with a linear regression analysis.  

The second dependent variable, which also acts as an explanatory variable of 
the first dependent variable, is the preferred number of work hours. This is 
measured by the question: How many hours per week in total would you like to 
work? 

Independent variables: attitudinal factors 

The independent variables include three attitudinal variables. The first 
independent variable is a mother’s general gender values. The questions used for 
this variable are derived from the standard LISS-questionnaire ‘Politics and 
Values’ and are similar to questions in the European Values Studies (2009). I 
constructed a scale based on seven statements regarding the preferred role of 
mothers and fathers, such as ‘a child that is not yet attending school is likely to 
suffer the consequences if his or her mother has a job’ and ‘the father should earn 
money, while the mother takes care of the household and the family’ (see table 4 
for a full list of the statements). The possible answers were: 1. fully disagree, 2. 
disagree, 3. neither agree nor disagree, 4. agree, 5. fully agree. A factor analysis 
showed that these variables load on one dimension. By adding the answers to 
each of the questions and rescaling, I created a variable ranging from 0 (the most 
traditional general gender value) to 1 (the most egalitarian). This scale is highly 
reliable (Cronbach’s Alpha 0.781). 

Table 4. General gender values: to what extent do you agree with the following 
propositions a? 

 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

1. A working mother’s relationship with her children can be just as 
close and warm as that of a non-working mother 

837 3.96 1.103 

2. A child that is not yet attending school is likely to suffer the 
consequences if his or her mother has a job 

837 2.49 1.193 

3. Fathers ought to do more in terms of household work than they do 
at present 

837 3.40 .857 

4. Fathers ought to do more in terms of childcare than they do at 
present 

837 3.45 .843 

5. The father should earn money, while the mother takes care of the 
household and the family 

837 1.95 .891 

6. A woman is more suited to rearing young children than a man 837 2.74 1.056 
7. Overall, family life suffers the consequences if the mother has a 

full-time job 
837 2.90 1.275 

Source: ‘Politics and Values’, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 
a All items range from 1 (fully disagree) to 5 (fully agree), answers on question 1, 3 and 4 are 
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reversed recoded and after computing the scale, the whole scale is reversed and rescaled, running 
from 0 (traditional) to 1 (egalitarian). Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.781. 

The second independent variable is a mother’s personal gender attitude. This 
variable is based on one question, as suggested by Hakim (2000): ‘Which family 
life is closest to your ideal family life?’. The possible answers are shown in table 
5. This variable is recoded into three categories, viz. a traditional ideal family life 
(answering option 1), an adaptive ideal family life (answering option 2) and an 
egalitarian ideal family life (answering categories 3 to 6). According to this 
question, only one in eight mothers has a traditional personal gender attitude, a 
little more than one third have adaptive personal gender attitudes and a little more 
than half of the mothers have egalitarian gender attitudes (table 5). 

Table 5. Which family life is closest to your ideal family life? 
 % 

agree 
1. A family in which my partner works fulltime and I take care of the household tasks and 

child care 
12 

2. A family in which my partner works fulltime and I work part-time and take the main 
responsibility of the household tasks and child care 

36 

3. A family in which both parents share equally paid labour, household tasks and child 
care 

49 

4. A family in which I work fulltime and my partner works part-time and he (or she) takes 
the main responsibility of the household tasks and child care 

.7 

5. A family in which I work fulltime and my partner takes care of the household tasks and 
child care. 

.2 

6. A single parent family in which I work and take care of the household tasks and child 
care 

2.9 

7. No children .4 

N = 930 

Source: ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

The third attitudinal variable refers to the respondents’ personal work-life 
attitude. This attitude is measured by asking each respondent to choose out of 
eleven propositions about work and life, (e.g. ‘I work in order to earn money’ and 
‘I work to contribute to society’), the three answers that suited her most. The 
propositions also include life attitudes, like ‘a good education is important’, 
‘caring for others is important’ and ‘I only want to do want I really want’. The 
first reason for this is that mothers who are not employed are also included in the 
sample, and inviting them to consider only work attitudes would be awkward and 
would make it difficult for them to choose their current attitudes. The second 
reason is that I expect if mothers are also invited to consider other important life 
values, the relative importance of specific work attitudes will be measured more 
accurately. The respondents could pick a maximum of three answers. In this way 
of questioning, it is assumed that only strong personal attitudes are chosen. Ajzen 
and Fishbein (2005) argue that the strength of an attitude is related to the strength 
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of the association, the stronger the attitude, the more automatically and frequently 
accessible the association is from memory.   

The consequence of this way of questioning is that the different propositions 
could not be transformed straightforwardly into a single variable. The Cronbach’s 
Alpha of a set of attitudes selected by a factor analysis was too small to reduce 
the number of variables by constructing a scale variable. Therefore, I include each 
attitude that was mentioned as a separate dichotomous variable in the analysis 
(see table 2 for the full list).  

Independent variables: socialization factors 

In line with socialization theory and exposure-based theories, the respondents 
were asked questions about several parental background characteristics that might 
have influenced their current preferred number of work hours. These include the 
educational level of the respondent’s parents, measured in five categories, and the 
fact as to whether the respondent’s mother used to be in paid work when the 
respondent was aged 12. It is also expected in this study that the more egalitarian 
the division of labour between the respondent’s parents was, the more egalitarian 
her own (general and personal) gender attitude is (Putten, 2009, Schroeder, Blood 
and Maluso, 1997). Since a single mother can, by definition, not have an unequal 
division of roles with her spouse, it is assumed that being raised by a single parent 
also renders more egalitarian gender attitudes. Therefore, the actual division of 
labour between the parents at the time the respondent was 12 years old, was 
asked. The respondents could choose between a traditional breadwinner 
household (father worked, mother stayed at home), a modified breadwinner-
household (father worked full-time, mother worked part-time), an egalitarian 
household (both parents worked and shares unpaid tasks equally), and a single 
parent family. The results in table 6 indicate that the vast majority (61.8 per cent) 
of Dutch mothers were raised in traditional households, 10.3 per cent had an 
egalitarian parental background, and 4.6 per cent of the mothers were raised in a 
single parent family. 

Table 6. Parental division of labour at twelve years old 
 n % agree 

1. Traditional division of labour 577 61.3 
2. One-and-a-half breadwinner model 217 23.1 
3. Egalitarian division of labour 29 10.1 
4. Single parent family 43 4.6 
5. Total 934 99.3 

Source: ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Independent variables: demographic and situational factors 

To allow for objective background characteristics, several control variables are 
included. These variables allow weighing the importance of attitudinal factors as 
compared to objective characteristics. Moreover, the path analysis enables us to 
distinguish between the (direct) influence of these background characteristics on 
women’s labour market behaviour and the indirect influence through her work 
preferences.  

Educational attainment. Many studies have shown that the higher the 
educational level attained, the higher the labour market participation of women 
(Merens et al., 2011). Higher educated women more frequently continue to work 
after giving birth than low educated women, because the former earn a higher 
wage, which allows them to pay for child-care facilities (Doorewaard et al., 2004, 
p.11). Furthermore, it is known that women’s and men’s educations are positively 
associated with egalitarianism (Kroska and Elman, 2009, p.373,), which might be 
the result of exposure to ideas about equality or the establishment of career-
oriented networks (Cunningham et al., 2005, p.887). Thus, the study expects 
higher educated mothers to (prefer to) work more hours than lower educated 
mothers.40 

Number and age of children. It is expected that the larger the number of 
children, and the younger their age, the lower the mother’s (preferred) number of 
work hours will be. The age of youngest child is measured in three categories: 0 
to 4 years, 5 to 8 years, and 9 to 12 years.  

Age. Age may refer to the life phase as well as to the generation (birth cohort) 
of the respondent. In a cross-sectional analysis it is not possible to distinguish 
between age and cohort effects. Recent research has shown that the number of 
hours women work after giving birth to their first child is higher for younger 
generations than for older ones (Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010). Younger 
mothers are expected to work more hours than older mothers. Yet, the older a 
mother is, the older her children tend to be, and so her caring tasks diminish. 
Thus, the number of work hours older mothers prefer is expected to be higher 
than the number younger mothers prefer. After a certain age, as mothers approach 
retirement, their preferred labour market orientation may change again (Román et 
al., 2007). To account for this possible non-linear relationship between age and 
labour participation, the variable age squared (divided by 100) is included in the 
analyses.  

Partner. A partner can affect his spouse’s employment decisions in various 
ways: his income, the number of hours he works, his career perspectives, his 
attitude towards her income and her career perspectives, and his acceptance or 

                                                           
40 The categories are: 1: primary school, 2: VMBO (intermediate secondary education (equivalent to 

US: junior high school); 3: HAVO/WVO (higher secondary education/preparatory university; 4: 
MBO (intermediate vocational education, equivalent to US junior college); 5: HBO (higher 
vocational education, equivalent to US college); 6: WO (university). 
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rejection of the male breadwinner model may all influence a mother’s labour 
market preferences and behaviour (Hoffnung and Williams, 2013; Kangas and 
Rostgaard, 2007; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). I expect that cohabiting mothers 
work fewer hours than single mothers, since single women cannot financially rely 
on a partner and, thus, have to work more hours in order to earn a living. And yet 
the preferred number of work hours for single mothers might be lower because 
they cannot share their caring tasks with a partner.  

In line with microeconomic theory, the higher the income of the partner, the 
fewer hours his wife works, because his income is sufficient to make ends meet. 
41 Moreover, a strongly career-oriented husband, with high earnings, may work 
long hours and leave the bulk of household responsibilities to his wife, which 
may hinder her labour participation (Cloïn, 2010). However, a high income might 
not necessarily reduce a mother’s work preference, which might be higher than 
one would expect in view of her partners’ income.  

Religion. Religiosity is also expected to coincide with more traditional general 
and personal gender attitudes, since most religions endorse traditional views on 
the role of women (Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004; Cunningham, 2001; De Valk, 
2008; Kraaykamp, 2012; Thompson, 1991). I thus expect that religious mothers 
have lower work preferences and more traditional general values and personal 
attitudes. The respondents were asked how often, aside from special occasions 
such as weddings and funerals, they attend religious gatherings nowadays: 1: 
every day; 2: more than once a week; 3: once a week; 4: at least once a week; 5: 
only on special religious days; 6: less often; 7: never. 

4.6 Results 

Hypothesis 1:  
A mother’s labour participation is largely determined by her preferred number 
of work hours. 

Participation decision  

Initially, all relevant demographic variables and the number of preferred work 
hours are included in the analysis, in order to examine which variables affect 
whether a mother has a paid job or not. Remarkably, only the number of preferred 
work hours exerts a direct significant effect on participation in paid work (beta 
.673) (table 6). Work preference explains 45 per cent of the variance of the 
participation. In itself, this is not very surprising, but the impact of this variable is 
so strong that the background characteristics of the mother, such as age, 
educational level, the number of children, the presence and the income of a 

                                                           
41  Since we include the log of the income of the partner in the analysis, we imputed a value of zero 

for the log of zero income, which does not exist. To correct for this, we added a dummy variable 
of one when the partner has no income. 
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partner, do not have any direct significant influence at all, despite the fact that 
these variables play a crucial role in most sociological and economic theories of 
labour market behaviour. To the extent that these factors do matter, their 
influence is fully mediated by the work preference of the mother.  

Furthermore, the data indicates that 54.9 per cent of the mothers work exactly 
the number of hours they prefer, 22.3 per cent want to work more hours (on 
average 10.6 hours) and 22.8 per cent desire less hours at work (on average 6.6 
hours). Previous Dutch research already revealed (Van Wel and Knijn, 2006) that 
most Dutch women (60%) do not want to work more or fewer hours per week 
than they actually do; one in five would like to work fewer hours per week, and 
one in five would like to work more. In particular, women with a lower education 
would like to work more (Van Wel and Knijn, 2006, p.646).  By comparison, only 
roughly one third of American women succeed in working their preferred number 
of hours (Jacob, 2008; Fagan, 2001; Reynolds, 2003). Therefore, the results seem 
to confirm the expectation that, compared to other affluent societies, Dutch 
mothers have more opportunities to work their preferred number of hours 
(Hakim, 2003c; Plantenga, 2002).  

Number of hours worked  

Next, the study examines which variables affect the number of hours a mother 
works if she has paid work (table 6). The Squared Multiple Correlation of the 
regression analysis of work hours is 0.69. As expected, older mothers work fewer 
hours than younger mothers, but the positive sign of age squared shows that the 
number of hours increases again beyond the age of 44. Consistent with previous 
research, we see that higher educated mothers work more hours than lower 
educated mothers. As expected, mothers who consider themselves to be religious 
work fewer hours. In line with microeconomic theory, the income of her partner 
exerts a negative influence on the hours a mother works. Unexpectedly, the 
presence of a partner and the number and the age of her children do not affect the 
actual hours in paid work. 

Of most interest for the study is the significant effect of a mother’s preferred 
number of work hours on her actual number of work hours (beta .790). In line 
with the hypothesis, within this path analysis there is not a significant effect 
running from actual work hours to preferred work hours. Moreover, it is 
noteworthy that the standardised coefficient of the preferred work hours is much 
larger than the standardised coefficients of the background characteristics,42 
which means that the influence of work preference outweighs the other 
influences. The results, therefore, confirm the first hypothesis. 

                                                           
42  The standardised coefficients of age and age squared are comparable with work preference, but 

because they have opposite signs they largely cancel each other out. 
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Hypothesis 2:  
A mother’s preferred number of work hours is primarily influenced by her 
general gender values and her personal gender and work attitudes. 

Which variables explain the number of hours a mother prefers to work? A 
number of background characteristics contribute to explaining their preferred 
number of work hours (table 7). 

As expected, the older a mother is, the more hours she wishes to work, 
although, as shown above, she actually works fewer hours. Apparently, her older 
age makes it more difficult to put her preference into practise. Next, the more 
children a mother has, the fewer hours she prefers to work. The age of her 
children has no additional effect. Higher educated mother prefer to work more 
hours than lower educated mothers. Religiousness has no effect on her preferred 
number of work hours, whereas it has on her actual number of work hours. 
Neither the presence nor the income of her partner has an effect on a mother’s 
preferred hours, although her partner’s income does, as we have seen, 
significantly reduce her actual work hours.  

Secondly, included in the path model are the attitudinal factors, which can be 
used in order to explain the number of preferred work hours. If attitudinal factors 
are included in the analysis, they seem more important than the impact of these 
demographic situational factors, which confirms the second hypothesis (table 7).  

The more egalitarian a mother’s general gender values, the more hours she 
prefers to work (beta .130). As expected, the personal ideal family life has a 
stronger impact on the preferred number of hours than more general moral views 
on the gender division of labour (beta .235). In addition, personal work attitudes 
matter as well. Nevertheless, only two work-life attitudes out of the eleven 
options affect a mother’s preferred number of work hours significantly. A mother 
who chooses “I like to work” and “I work in order to be economically 
independent of others” prefers to work 2 to 3 hours more per week (beta .101 and 
.117, respectively) compared to a mother who does not endorse these 
propositions.43  

Hypothesis 3:  
A mother’s preferred number of work hours, her general gender values and 
her personal gender and work attitudes are influenced by parental 
characteristics during childhood. 

In order to examine the third hypothesis, the path model needed to be extended to 
include four attitudinal variables that appeared to have a significant relationship 
with preferred number of work hours. These four attitudinal factors are: general 

                                                           
43  The other possibilities remained insignificant if “I like to work” and “I work in order to be 

economically independent of others” were removed from the analysis. 
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gender values, personal ideal family life, “I work in order to be economically 
independent”, and “I like to work”. They are included as dependent variables in 
the model, which increases the total number of dependent variables to seven. As 
independent variables, the objective parental characteristics during childhood 
were included, so as to examine whether the numbers of preferred work hours, 
gender values and (personal) gender and work attitudes have origins a priori of 
labour market behaviour. The parental educational level and the parental division 
of labour appear to have no additional effect (beyond the respondent’s own 
educational level and personal ideal division of labour) on a mother’s current 
preferred number of work hours, nor on her current gender and work attitudes. 
Yet, corresponding with earlier research, in cases where the respondent’s own 
mother had a paid job when her daughter was 12 years old, the now-adult 
daughter prefers to work almost 3 hours more than if her mother had not worked 
(beta .254). In addition, having had a mother in paid work also exerts influence 
on a mother’s current general gender values (beta .109), her personal ideal family 
life (beta .162) and the work attitude “I work in order to be economically 
independent” (beta .162) (tables 7a and 7b).  
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Table 7. Results of a path analysis of the dependent variables: work (yes or no), 
number of work hours, preferred number of work hours  

Model 3: 
Including parental 
characteristics 

Work Work hours Preferred work hours 

Beta B (s.e) Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 

1. Work preference 
.673 

.025*** 
(.001) 

.790 
.772 *** 

(.023) 
  

2. Age 
n.s.  -.971 

-.948 *** 
(.286) 

1.819 
1.816  ***  

(.373) 
3. Age2 

n.s.  1.012 
1.067  *** 

(.325) 
-1.952 

-2.105  
*** (.419) 

4. Education 
n.s.  .140 

.919  *** 
(.201) 

.113 
.757   **   

(.271) 
5. Partner present n.s.  n.s.  n.s  
6. Income partner 

n.s.  -.556 
-1.080 ** 

(.370) 
n.s.  

7. No income 
n.s.  -.701 

-8.042 *** 
(2.335) 

n.s.  

8. Religiousness 
n.s.  -.053 

-.609 *  
(.273) 

n.s.  

9. Number of 
children 

n.s.  n.s.  -.105 
-1.462 ***  

(.438) 
10. Age of children 

<4* 
n.s.  n.s.  n.s.  

11. Age of children 
<8 

n.s.  n.s.  n.s.  

12. Ideal family Life 
n.s.  n.s.  .254 

3.883   *** 
(.520) 

13. General gender 
values 

n.s.  n.s.  .130 
11.115 *** 

(2.844) 
14. Economic 

Independence 
n.s.  n.s.  .117 

2.741    
(.757) *** 

15. I like to work 
n.s.  n.s.  .101 

2.301 ***  
(.716) 

16. Mother in paid 
work 

n.s.  n.s.  .254 
2.981  ***  

(.531) 
Intercept 

 
.269 

(.021) 
 

27.366 
(6.369) 

 
-37.475 
(7.808) 

Squared Multiple corr, 
(R2) 

.453  .692  .192  

Degrees of Freedom 54      
Bollen-stine bootstrap P=0.001      
1. Age of children < 13 years reference group. 
2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
6. Bollen-stine bootstrap is a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non normal data for a path 

model. Based on this outcome the model can be accepted. 
7. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women 

and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 7a. - continued: results of the path analysis (table 7) showing dependent 
variables, Ideal family life and general gender values. 

 Egalitarian Ideal family life Egalitarian General gender attitude 

 Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 

1. Age 
1.405 

.085*** 
(.023) 

1.296 
.015*** 
(.005) 

2. Age2 
-1.417 

-.093*** 
(.026) 

-1.304 
-.016 *** 

(.005) 
3. Education 

.294 
.120 *** 

(.016) 
.360 

.028  *** 
(.003) 

4. Religiousness 
-.100 

-.071** 
(.023) 

-.159 
-.022*** 

(.004) 
5. Partner 

-.379 
-.269*** 

(.047) 
n.s.  

6. Mother in paid work 
.162 

.115 ** 
(.039) 

.109 
.015 * 
(.006) 

Intercept 
 

-.147 
(.492) 

 
.070 

(.100) 

Squared Multiple corr, (R2) .160  .154  

1. Age of children < 13 years reference group. 
2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
6. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women 

and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 

Table 7b. - continued: results of the path analysis (table 7) showing dependent 
variables, the work attitudes: ‘I work in order to be economically independent’ and ‘I 
like to work’. 

 Economic independence I like to work 

 Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 

1. Age 
n.s.  1.383 

.056*** 
(.016) 

2. Age2 
n.s.  -1.329 

-.063 *** 
(.018) 

3. Education n.s.  n.s.  
4. Religiousness 

-.068 
-.034* 
(.016) 

n.s.  

5. Partner 
-.275 

-.137 *** 
(.027) 

.263 
.135*** 
(.026) 

6. Mother in paid work 
.162 

.081 ** 
(.027) 

n.s.  

Intercept 
 

.195 
(.099) 

 
-.949 
(.342) 

Squared Multiple corr, (R2) .182  .126  

1. Age of children < 13 years reference group. 
2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
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6. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 
‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 
2010. 

 
As noted above, an advantage of a path analysis is that it enables us to estimate 
both the direct and the indirect impact of several independent variables, resulting 
in the total standardized effects (table 8). These results indicate that the influence 
of a working mother in childhood affects not only her daughter’s work 
preference, but also her daughter’s gender and work attitudes, which increases the 
total effect of a working mother on work preferences substantially (beta .325). 
The impact on her daughter’s labour market activity of a working mother seems 
therefore more significant than previous Dutch research has shown (Cloïn, 2010; 
Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010; Sanders, 1997; Van Putten et al., 2008), since 
this impact runs directly through her work preferences as well as indirectly 
through a mother’s current values and attitudes. 

Table 8. Standardized total effects of dependent variables , work, work hours, 
preferred work hours, gender values, ideal family life, and the work attitudes: ‘I 
work in order to be economically independent’ and ‘I like to work’. 

 Work Hours 
worked 

Work 
preference 

Ideal 
family 

life 

General 
gender 
values 

Economic 
Independence 

I like to 
work 

1. Education .154 .321 .229 .294 .360   
2. Number of 

children 
-.071 -.079 -.105     

3. Partner present -.064 -.075 -.095 -.379  -.275 .263 
4. Income partner .000 -.556      
5. No income .000 -.701      
6. Age 1.64

7 
.961 2.448 1.296 1.296  1.283 

7. Age squared -
1.74

2 

-1.033 -2.589 -1.417 -1.304  -1.329 

8. Religiousness -.035 -.094 -.052 -.100 -.159 -.068  
9. Work preference .673 .790      
10. Ideal family life .158 .186 .231     
11. Gender values .088 .103 .130     
12. I like to work .068 .079 .101     
13. Economic 

independence 
.078 .092 .117     

14. Mother paid work .219 .257 .325 .162 .109 .162  

Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women and their 
social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 

4.7 Conclusion and discussion 

This chapter has examined the extent to which differences in gender values and 
gender and work attitudes of Dutch mothers explain the variations in their 
preferred number of work hours, and, consequently, their diverse labour market 
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behaviour. In contrast to previous research, the concept of preferred work hours is 
distinguished from (general and personal) attitudes, both theoretically and 
empirically. Theoretically, the study assumes that work preference, measured as 
the preferred number of work hours, reflects the interplay of what mothers like, 
what they conceive as possible, and what they perceive others expect them to do. 
By conducting a path analysis, the link between attitudes, preferences and actual 
labour market behaviour could be established, while controlling for the influence 
of background characteristics.  

The results show that the preferred number of work hours is the only factor 
that exerts a direct significant effect on the participation decision. Contrary to 
most other theoretical and empirical studies, the background characteristics of the 
mothers do not have any direct effect on their participation decisions (although 
indirectly they do play some role). This might be explained by the fact that most 
other studies of labour market behaviour have no control for the influence of 
preferred work hours.  

Regarding the number of hours a mother works, the preferred number of work 
hours has by far the strongest correlation with the number of hours a mother 
actually works. The analysis also gives support to the influence of a number of 
background characteristics that play an important role in microeconomic theories 
of labour market behaviour. Educational level has a positive effect on the actual 
number of work hours, and the income of the partner a negative effect, just as 
microeconomic theory predicts. Age has a curvilinear effect: up until the age of 
44, work hours decline, and after that age they increase again. In addition, 
religiousness tends to reduce the number of work hours.  

The hypothesis that the preferred number of work hours primarily corresponds 
with general values and personal attitudes is also supported by the empirical 
analysis. Moreover, if attitudinal (especially personal) factors are included in the 
analysis, they prevail over demographic and situational factors. If a mother’s 
ideal is to be a full-time homemaker, her preferred number of work hours is 
considerably smaller than if her ideal is an equal division of paid and unpaid work 
between both partners. More egalitarian general gender values also boost the 
preferred number of work hours, although the effect is smaller than that of her 
ideal family life.  

As expected, a mother’s personal work attitude relates to her work preference. 
But only two specific work attitudes have an additional positive effect on a 
mother’s work preference, namely “I like to work” and “I work in order to be 
economically independent of others”. This might be a consequence of the fact 
that in the questionnaire mothers could only choose to answer in three categories, 
which had the advantage of forcing them to choose their most relevant attitudes. 
It is preferable to utilise this method of questioning rather than scoring all 
possible attitudes with a Likert-scale, such as is the questioning method in most 
social surveys, so as to avoid the risk of social desirability. Hakim claims that this 
type of public opinion surveys often reveal apparently contradictory general 
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attitudes, especially in highly tolerant societies such as the Netherlands, as if all 
behaviours are regarded as acceptable (Hakim, 2003c, p.341). 

Education has a similar effect on a mother’s preferred number of work hours 
as on her actual work hours. However, the effect of age is the opposite. As the 
years pass, a mother prefers to work more hours, up till the age of 43, after which 
she prefers fewer work hours. The reason for this different impact of age on 
actual work hours and preferred work hours is not clear, and would be an 
interesting subject for future research. Possibly, it is related to a growing 
discrepancy between preferences and actual labour market opportunities as 
women become older. Remarkably, neither the presence nor the income of a 
partner relates to a mother’s preferred number of work hours.  

Finally, the analysis shows a profound effect of the presence of a working 
mother during the respondent’s childhood on the subsequent work preference and 
the gender and work attitudes of the now-adult daughter. Other recent Dutch 
studies already demonstrated that having had a working mother affects Dutch 
mothers’ work hours (Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010; Van Putten et al., 2008) 
and their participation decision (Cloïn, 2010). The analysis confirms these results. 
The effect of a mother in paid work seems especially mediated by her daughter’s 
work preference. Moreover, the results suggest that the presence of a working 
mother in childhood is more significant than previous studies have shown, since a 
working mother during childhood (up to the age of 12) also affects her daughter’s 
general gender values and personal gender and work attitudes, corresponding 
with work preferences. This makes the total effect of a working mother in 
childhood on the respondent’s work preferences significantly large. The result is 
not only interesting in and of itself, but also reveals the constant role played by 
preferences, which might otherwise be much more subject to changing 
circumstances. Based on the results, I assume that in the Netherlands, the 
preferred number of hours can be – to a certain extent – a valuable predictor of a 
mother’s employment activity. 
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Chapter 5 

The social origins of Dutch mothers’ gender values and  
ideal family life

44
 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter traces the origins of two kinds of gender attitudes, namely general 
gender values (i.e. the gendered division of labour that a mother deems 
appropriate for other people), and more personal lifestyle preferences (i.e. a 
mother’s own ideal family life). A mother’s general gender value is measured 
against a scale based on seven questions, which originate from the European 
Social Survey (2009). Her personal gender attitude, or her ideal division of labour 
with her own partner, is based on Hakim’s (2000) question regarding a mother’s 
ideal family life. The distinction between general values and personal ideals is 
important, because previous studies have shown that personal attitudes are a 
better predictor of a mother’s labour market behaviour than her general gender 
values (Hakim 2000, 2003c; Marks and Houston 2002a; Risman et al., 1999).  
Therefore, the main dependent variable of this study is ideal family life, while  
mothers’ general gender values are understood as underlying basic elements that 
guide a mothers’s ideal family life (Ajzen, 1991; Becker, Van Deth and 
Scarbrough, 1995, p.38; Van Enckevort and Enschedé, 1983, p.19-20). Firstly, 
this chapter investigates how mothers’ ideal family lives – directly or indirectly 
intermediated by her general gender values – are formed throughout their lives by 
specific parental messages. Secondly, I shall examine the influence of perceived 
career support from significant others, both at the onset of adulthood from 
teachers and later in life through parents, peers, partners and work colleagues on 
mothers’ general gender values and ideal family lives. 

Previous studies have shown that, besides micro-economic factors such as 
education and income, women’s different gender attitudes are important in 
understanding their diverse labour market patterns (Beets, Liefbroer and de Jong, 
1997; Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004; Cloïn, 2010; Cunningham et al., 2005; 
Hakim, 2000, 2003c; Himmelweit and Sigala 2004; Hoffnung, 2004; Kan, 2007; 
Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman, Atkinson and Blackwelder, 1999; Steiber 
and Haas, 2009).  Nonetheless, few studies have gone beyond current gender 
attitudes and addressed the socializing factors formed prior to the experience of 
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motherhood and the combination of care and work commitments (Blair-Loy, 
2003).  

In 2010, 32.4 per cent of Dutch mothers were not in paid employment, 42.5 
per cent worked from 12 to 24 hours a week, 13.8 per cent worked 25 to 35 hours 
a week, and 11.3 per cent worked 36 hours or more (CBS Statline, 2011). The 
typical Dutch pattern is often related to the statutory law and collective labour 
agreements, which have created the opportunity for Dutch mothers to work part-
time (Tijdens, 2006). The relatively large variation makes the Netherlands an 
interesting case on which to base a study of the causes of individual labour 
market decisions by mothers. Why do some mothers have a full-time job, while 
most mothers work part-time, and others are not employed at all? 

The main research question is: To what extent can diverse socialization 
processes explain the variation of Dutch mothers’ gender values and ideal family 
life? 

I test the hypotheses of this study with structural path analyses of data 
collected in 2010 in a representative survey among 935 Dutch mothers, with at 
least one child below the age of 13 living at home. The advantage of a structural 
path model is that it enables us to examine the relationship between more than 
one dependent variable (general gender values and ideal family life) and a 
number of independent variables in a single regression analysis. However, the 
analysis has some limitations because of the cross-sectional research design.  

5.2 Macro background: the specific case of the Netherlands  

For a long time, Dutch female labour participation, especially among married 
women, was very low. In 1960, 25 per cent of women (Tijdens, 2006), and 7 per 
cent of married women were employed, compared to 30 per cent of English and 
33 per cent of French married women (Kloek, 2009).  Since the 1960s, as in many 
other Western countries, Dutch society changed radically through processes of 
secularization, increased educational attainment of women, and the greater 
acceptance of non-familial roles for women and familial roles for men (Sullivan, 
2004), which have contributed to the changes in the “male-breadwinner family 
model”. As a result, the female participation level had increased to 35 per cent by 
1985 (Tijdens, 2006). This rise continued throughout the following decades, 
resulting in one of the highest levels of female participation among the Western 
countries, at almost 70 per cent in 2009 (OECD, 2013). However, this very strong 
rise in female labour participation was accompanied by an equally strong rise of 
part-time employment. Thus, most of the rise of female participation was in part-
time work (OECD, 2013).  

Specific national characteristics can explain the heterogeneous employment - 
yet dominantly part-time - pattern of Dutch women (Plantenga, 2002; Tijdens, 
2006; Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010). In the 1970s and 1980s, when 
female labour participation started to rise, there were few public childcare 
facilities, which forced mothers who entered the labour market to combine their 
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paid job with care tasks at home (Plantenga, 1996). In the same period, employers 
wanted to increase the flexibility of their workforce, for which the use of part-
time work was one solution. Although at first the trade unions were reluctant to 
support part-time work, over the course of the 1980s they became more positive, 
negotiating clauses on the equal treatment of part-time workers in collective 
labour agreements (Kremer, 2007; Visser and Hemerijck, 1997). Many branches 
started to offer family-friendly arrangements which benefitted part-time worker 
for men and women (Tijdens, 2006). The Working Hours Adjustment Act of 
2000 served to provide an employee with the right to request a reduction in the 
number of work hours, which could not be dismissed by the employer unless they 
could prove that such a move would be detrimental to the company’s interests 
(Plantenga, 2002; Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010).  

At the same time, Dutch institutional care arrangements, such as parental 
leave schemes, the tax system, primary school timetables, and the quality, cost 
and availability of formal childcare, do not facilitate full-time work for mothers 
(Beets et al., 1997; Kremer, 2007; Plantenga, 2002). And although there is 
political and societal support for the dual carer/ worker model – 50 per cent of 
Dutch parents endorse the egalitarian ideal of parental sharing (Merens et al., 
2011) – contradictory social norms are also apparent. Compared to other 
European countries, relatively few Dutch couples agree that both partners should 
contribute to the household income (Haas et al., 2006). Moreover, 63 per cent of 
Dutch people consider a working week of two days or less to be the ideal for 
mothers with children up to the age of four, and only 10 per cent endorse the ideal 
of working four or five days per week (Merens et al., 2011, p.130).  

This concise overview of structural and cultural features of the Netherlands 
sheds some light on the question of why so many Dutch mothers work part-time. 
However, these national characteristics have not resulted in a uniform part-time 
labour market pattern for women with children, but in a rather varied pattern. 
This study aims to contribute to a better understanding of this variation. 

5.3 Theoretical framework  

Hakim (2000) was among the first scholars to claim that attitudinal factors, in 
particular work-life preferences, are important in explaining female employment 
patterns. According to Hakim, mothers’ ideas about labour market participation 
and childcare are decisive factors in explaining the extent to which mothers 
participate in paid work and make use of childcare arrangements. Due to various 
social and economic changes that started in the late 20th century, such as the 
contraceptive revolution, the equal opportunity revolution and the expansion of 
white collar occupations, individual lifestyle preferences nowadays play a more 
important role in mothers’ decisions about participating in paid work and making 
use of childcare arrangements than do macro-level institutions (Hakim, 2000). 
Hakim categorises these personal lifestyle preferences of women into three ideal-
typical preferences which are apparent in most Western societies: home-centred 
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preferences (seen in about 20% of women), meaning that children and family are 
a woman’s main concern in life; work centred preferences (about 20%), meaning 
that a woman’s priority in life is employment and/or self-development; and 
adaptive preferences (about 60%), under which a woman has no explicit priority, 
but tries to reconcile work and family.  

Many researchers have disputed post-modern theories, such as Hakim’s, as 
well as the research methods used (Crompton and Harris, 1998; Kan, 2007). The 
main argument is that women’s work decisions are much more complex than can 
be explained by personal preferences alone (McDonald et al., 2006; Tomlinson, 
2006). Factors such as job characteristics, families’ financial necessity, women’s 
educational attainment, their ethnic and social background, their employment 
record and age, all affect women’s employment perspectives (Charles and Harris, 
2007; Hoffnung and Williams, 2013; Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007; Reynolds, 
2003). Moreover, choices are often shaped in the context of inequality as a result 
of pre-existing gender assumptions about women’s appropriate roles at home and 
in the labour market (Charles and Harris, 2007; Duncan, 2005; Everingham et al., 
2007; Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009; McDonald et al., 2006). Other scholars under-
score the reciprocal character of attitudes and work experiences. Experiences in 
education, work and family life also produce changes in individual attitudes 
(Cunningham et al., 2005; Kan, 2007; Kraaykamp, 2012; Steiber and Haas, 
2012). 

Nevertheless, several follow-up studies, including longitudinal research, have 
demonstrated the validity of preference theory (Cloïn, 2010; Cunningham et al., 
2005; Hoffnung, 2004; Marks and Houston, 2002a, 2002b; Portegijs et al., 2008b; 
Van Wel and Knijn, 2007). For example, Beets et al. (1997) showed, in a 
longitudinal study among young Dutch adults (18 to 26 years old) between 1987 
and 1991 that besides the present characteristics of their jobs and their 
educational attainment, their earlier gender role orientation is an important 
predictor of their later intention to reconcile family and work roles. Cunningham 
et al. (2005) showed in a longitudinal study of American young adults, spanning 
the period from 1962 to 1993, that young adult women who are egalitarian 
minded are more likely to engage in full-time employment eight years later than 
women who have traditional views when they are young. Hoffnung (2004) found, 
based on a longitudinal study among 178 women of five New England (US) 
colleges and universities, that the plans of senior students regarding their future 
work and family life were significantly associated with their educational 
achievement and occupational statuses seven years later.  

5.4 General values and personal ideals 

Other studies have found differences between general gender values and personal 
preferences in their relationships with employment activity (Cloïn, 2010; Hakim, 
2003 a-c; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman et al. 1999). Hakim compares the 
difference between personal lifestyle preferences (including the ideal family life) 
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and general gender values, with the dissimilarity between personal goals and 
public beliefs, choice and approval, what is personally desired and desirable in 
general (Hakim, 2003b, p.341; 2003c, p.70). General gender values often seem 
inconsistent with people’s own personal plans, and their answers to questions 
about their general values are prone to social desirability (Ajzen and Fishbein, 
2005, p.176; Hakim, 2003c, p.63; Marks and Houston, 2002b, p.322; Smithson 
and Stoke, 2005). Inconsistencies may be explained by the fact that what people 
think is appropriate for others may not be the best choice for themselves in view 
of their particular circumstances (Marks and Houston, 2002b, p.322). Marks and 
Houston (2002a) found, for example, in a study among 114 mothers living in 
Kent, UK, that different personal attitudes towards work and motherhood were 
significantly related to their actual labour market behaviour. But most mothers 
agreed that, in general, motherhood is more important than work (see also 
Johnston and Swanson 2006, p.517). Nonetheless, overall there is some 
correspondence between general values and personal preferences, and often 
significant relations are to be found (Ajzen, 1991; Hakim, 2003a). Ajzen (1991) 
argued that broad values have only an indirect impact on specific behaviours, by 
influencing some of the factors that are more closely linked to the behaviour in 
question, such as personal attitudes towards specific behaviours (Ajzen, 1991, 
p.181, also argued by Becker et al., 1983; Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995). 
Subsequently, I view general values as some underlying basic elements that guide 
a mother’s ideal family life. The main goal of this study is to examine the diverse 
social origins that have contributed in shaping mothers’ heterogeneous general 
gender values and ideal family lives, based on socialization and social learning 
theory (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Bandura, 1977). 

5.5 Socialization theory 

Socialization theory focuses on the social relational context in which specific 
normative standards and expectations are socially transmitted. People make 
societal norms and values their own, internalizing them, by learning from others 
what is to be expected of them in the social system (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, 
p.28; also Berger and Luckmann, 1967). When full internalization has occurred, 
the presented norms and values exist, and are easily accessible within the person 
herself, so that they no longer need to be presented by the socializing agents.  
According to Bandura (1977), most modelled behaviour is learned through the 
medium of imaginable (visual imagery or mental associations with, for example, 
the person who was modelling the behaviour) and verbal coding, referred to as 
mental and verbal symbols (Bandura, 1977, p.33). If the association with specific 
symbols to behaviour is firmly built and stored in memory, observing the 
association will be strong enough to recall the ‘learned’ behaviour, which will 
happen automatically and outside of their awareness. Subsequently, one exhibits 
imitative behaviour without considering the underlying processes (Bandura, 
1977). 



Socialized Choices - Labour Market Behaviour of Dutch Mothers 

134 

Childhood is viewed as the most important formative period in life, in which 
the basic structure of the individual’s social world (base-world) is built, with 
which it will compare all later situations (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; 
Everingham et al., 2007). Socialization is only possible when the parents or 
others who take care of the new-born, have an interest - whether automatically or 
enthusiastically - in developing the child. This interest can be expressed through 
various kinds of emotional appraisals, like ‘good child’ or ‘good behaviour’ and 
‘bad child’.  These initial appraisals construct the beginning of the self: the ideas 
a person has of himself are, at first, ideas an individual gains from others about 
himself (Handel, 2006, p.15). Primary socialization is a particularly influential 
process, because a child experiences no problem of emotional identification, 
necessary for internalization, since the parents are the only significant others in 
the world of a child and the parental daily practices are taken-for-granted and feel 
‘natural’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.154). 

Socialization theory has a somewhat distinct view from the literature on the 
subject of stratification or intergenerational social mobility. Stratification theory 
in essence points to resource transfers from parents to children. Parents transmit 
social statuses via their educational levels and occupations, and subsequent 
similarities in social structural position may generate attitudinal correspondence 
between parents and their kin (Bourdieu, 1984; Glass, Bengston and Dunham, 
1986, p.686; Liefbroer and Dijkstra, 2007). The main focus of this chapter is 
however on the transmission of values and attitudes by parental verbal and mental 
coding during childhood, which is also the main concern of socialization theory.  

Not many empirical studies have addressed the influence of parental 
socialization during childhood on adults’ later attitudes. Even so, Strauss (1969) 
already stated that intrafamilial continuity is likely to become more apparent as 
the younger generation moves into full adult status, which includes major life 
transitions such as marriage, parenthood and occupation (in Inman-Amos, 
Hendrick amd Hendrick, 1994, p.460; also Ryan, 2001). Once people become 
parents they use their childhood experiences while taking on their new role 
(Biddle et al., 1980, p.1072; Kossek and Lambert, 2005).  

Related empirical studies in Western societies have shown that children and 
adolescents of parents with ‘modern’ values appear to have more egalitarian 
perspectives on work and family roles themselves, compared to those of parents 
with more traditional values (Barret and White, 2002; Cunningham, 2001; Moen 
et al., 1997; Trent and South, 1992; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). On the basis of a 
large cross-sectional survey of Dutch, Turkish, Moroccan, Surinamese, and 
Antillean adolescents living in The Netherlands, De Valk (2008) describes how 
various characteristics of the parents coincide with adolescents’ attitudes. 
Adolescents tend to have a more egalitarian gender attitudes if they had a 
working mother and grew up in a non-standard family arrangement (with a single 
parent or foster family) (De Valk, 2008, also Marks and Houston, 2002b, p.333). 
Weinshenker (2006) has shown, with a study among 194 middle class North 
American families, that the expectations of female adolescents (aged 12 to 18) 
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about their future employment as a mother were associated with their own 
mothers’ employment histories and support for gender egalitarianism. Other 
studies demonstrated that having religious parents correlates with more traditional 
work-life preferences among their children (Barret and Raskin White, 2002, 
p.453; Thompson, 1991). In addition, studies have shown that gender values and 
attitudes are especially transferred via the same-sex-parent (Moen et al., 1997; 
Tuck, Rolfe and Adair, 1994; Weinshenker 2006). 

Based on described theoretical and empirical work, in this study I expect that 
if a mother recalls positive work-oriented values and attitudes from her parents, 
especially from her own mother, she will have more egalitarian gender values and 
lifestyle ideal herself. Mothers with more traditional gender attitudes (values and 
personal ideals) will have learned more home-orientated and care values for 
mothers, and segregated roles for the father and mother.  

5.6 Secondary socialization: perceived professional and career 
support of significant others 

Secondary socialization is the subsequent process of socialization of an already 
socialized individual, which takes place in later phases of life away from the 
parental home, for example through education, peer groups, partners and working 
environments (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.290). When a person is making a major 
commitment, such as entering a new relationship, a new religion or occupation, 
the individual is also making a significant changes in life that can be described as 
developing a new self. Yet the process of secondary socialization still contains an 
inherent problem: it must deal with an already formed identity and an already 
internalized world (Handel, 2006; Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.290). Moreover, 
within the different and new social settings, there will be differences, 
disagreements and contradictions at many different levels, concerning values, 
norms, vocabulary and ways of interacting (Bandura, 1977, p.44; Handel, 2006, 
p.17). Subsequently, people will make a distinction between significant others 
and less important others, and will tend to avoid the social reality of less 
important others that have deviant practices, norms and values compared to their 
own, referring to the process of self-selection (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, 
p.169; also Brown et al., 1993). Other scholars argue instead that throughout their 
lives people establish an acceptable position for themselves out of all these 
contradictions (Bandura, 1977, p.48; Eagle, 1988; Handel, 2006).  

Within a cross-sectional research method it is impossible to examine the 
causality of the relationship between the influence of secondary socialization and 
mothers own gender values and attitudes. Therefore, in this study I only examine 
the relationship between prior perceived support of secondary others towards 
mothers’ professional choices and career ambitions on the one hand, and mothers’ 
current gender values and ideal family life on the other. The theoretical choice to 
focus on the perceived support is also induced by the socialization theory of 
Berger and Luckmann (1967), the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; 
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Ajzen and Fishbein, 1973, 2005) and the social learning theory of Bandura 
(1977). These theories agree in their views that the perceived approval of 
significant others towards specific behaviours will have a positive impact on 
people’s own values and attitudes related to the specific behaviour. This 
theoretical notion also corresponds with the contingent consistency theory, which 
suggests that the effect of attitudes on behaviour grows stronger when a person 
perceives that there is social support for his intended behaviour (Grube and 
Morgan, 1990). 

The influence of the professional and career support of significant others on 
mothers’ general gender values and ideal family life appears rather unexplored. 
Moreover, studies that do address these social influences mostly reveal a lack of 
encouragement of women’s career ambitions due to stereotypical gender 
expectations. For example, Portegijs et al. (2008b) found that in general, Dutch 
partners do not often talk with their wife about the couple’s balance of 
employment (p.105). And when they do, mothers are more often influence by 
their partners to work fewer hours, rather than to work more (also Portegijs in 
Keuzenkamp et al., 2009, p.76). Nonetheless, the relationship between the gender 
values and attitudes of both partners must pre-eminently be perceived as two-
directional. On the one hand, based on homogamy in mate selections, people seek 
marital partners with similar (gender) values and attitudes (Inman-Amos et al., 
1994). On the other hand, it is possible that the partners’ attitudes will have 
become similar over the years, as their marriage or partnership matures. Hoffnung 
and Williams (2013) revealed with their longitudinal study (1994-2009) among 
approximately 200 women living in the US, that career-oriented, ‘have it all’ 
women often have found partners who supported their full-time work. Their 
‘husbands’ appeared more family-oriented and less career-oriented than the 
partners of traditional women, or they had a lower educational level and thus 
earning capacity. Preferences of both partners and situational constraints are 
together apparent in a mother’s employment decision-making process (Hoffnung 
and Williams, 2013; also Geist, 2005). 

In addition, previous research has shown that organisational and supervisor 
support can encourage or discourage a woman’s work attitude and ambitions 
(Estes, 2005; Karatepe and  Kilic, 2007; Moen and Yu, 2000). But women’s 
ambitions, especially those of mothers, seem to be frequently neglected or 
underestimated by their supervisors (King, 2008, p.1703; Ostroff and Atwater, 
2003).  

Furthermore, some studies have demonstrated that teachers who communicate 
that they have high expectations of their pupils can bring about positive changes 
in their behaviour (Grusec and Hastings, 2007, p.391; Wentzel et al., 2010). 
Nonetheless, teachers can reinforce gender roles, often unintentionally, by their 
different stereotypical expectations for the boys and girls in their classes 
(Gunderson, Ramirez, Levine and Beilock, 2012; Sáïnz, Palmer and Garcia-
Cuesta, 2012). The influence of teacher’s professional support at the onset of 
adulthood on women’s adult gender values and ideals appears, as far as I know, 
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unknown. This is remarkable, since schooling is generally viewed as an important 
phase for socializing young people in particular skills and values in society 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Nagel and Ganzeboom, 2002). 

Furthermore, it is widely recognised that peer relationships and group 
pressures affect the emotional adjustment, school achievement, and risk-taking 
behaviour of adolescents (Biddle, Bank and Marlin, 1980; Carter et al., 2003; 
Grusec and Hastings, 2007; Windle, 1994). Nonetheless, few studies focus on the 
social support among adult peer groups. And studies that do are mostly related to 
the influence of the general behaviour of people ‘out there’ in mother’s social 
environment (Blaffer Hrdy, 2000; Woittiez and Kapteyn, 1986) or to the impact 
of more distant ‘role models’ (Sealy and Singh, 2009). 

The perceived social support investigated in this study is the stimulation 
towards mothers fulfilling their potential at work. In other words, the focus is 
upon her professional choice and career ambitions, which does necessarily mean 
vertical mobility. Subsequently, if mothers perceive that they have been 
supported in their professional choice by teachers, and in their careers by 
significant others, it is assumed that they will endorse more egalitarian values and 
family life ideals. 

Hypotheses 

This chapter specifically addresses the following hypotheses: 

1:  A mother’s personal ideal family life is based on her general gender 
values. 

2:  A mother’s gender values and ideal family life are influenced by parental 
socialization during childhood.  

3:  A mother endorses more egalitarian gender values and a more 
egalitarian ideal family life if she perceived support from teachers at 
secondary school in her professional choice. 

4:  A mother endorses more egalitarian gender values and a more 
egalitarian ideal family life if she perceived the career support from 
significant others. 

5.7 Research method 

The hypotheses are tested by analysing data from a survey among a representative 
sample of Dutch mothers. These data stem from the Longitudinal Internet Studies 
for the Social Sciences (LISS) panel, administered by CentERdata of Tilburg 
University. The LISS panel is a representative sample of the Dutch population, 
who participate in paid monthly internet surveys. The panel is based on a true 
probability sample of households drawn from the population register. Households 
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that could not otherwise participate were provided with a computer and an 
Internet connection. A longitudinal survey is fielded in the panel every year, 
covering a large variety of domains, including work, education, income, housing, 
use of time, political views, values and personality. Additionally, each month, the 
respondents receive a different questionnaire on a particular subject.  

For the analyses, a special questionnaire was completed in November 2010 by 
mothers with at least one child aged 12 years or under still living at home. The 
questionnaire was sent to 1,374 mothers; 948 completed forms were returned, 
signalling a response rate of 69%. The questionnaire included 40 questions 
covering the respondents’ parental background, their attitudes towards work and 
the influence of their social environment. In addition, I use several questions from 
the standard LISS-questionnaires ‘Politics and Values’ and ‘Work and 
Schooling’, which were also presented to the sample in November 2010. 

Regression and path analyses 

The main dependent variable of the theoretical model is ideal family life. 
Nonetheless, the advantage of a structural path model is that it enables us to 
examine the relationship between two or more dependent variables and several 
independent variables in one regression analysis (Amos™ 19, IBM SPSS®). 
Moreover, it allows the estimation of the direct as well as the indirect effects of 
the independent variables. Therefore, general gender values are included as an 
independent and dependent variable-.  I firstly performed separate regression 
analyses for general gender values (OLS) and for ideal family life a nominal 
regression analysis (see appendix 3). The most non-significant variables were 
step-wise removed from the analysis untill only the almost significant variables 
(p= <0.1) were left. Within the linear regression analyses I also tested for 
multicollinearity, and based on the values (Vif) I could accept the variables. The 
almost significant variables from the separate regressions were included in the 
structural path analysis. In this chapter, only the significant estimates of the path 
models are shown. The path analysis is based on 935 cases. Based on the Bollen-
stine bootstrap (p =.001), the model is accepted (Arbuckle, 2010). 45 

General gender values  

The first dependent variable is a scale for a mother’s general gender values. The 
questions used for this variable are derived from the standard LISS-questionnaire 
‘Politics and Values’ and are similar to questions in the European Values Studies 
(2009). I constructed a scale based on seven statements regarding the preferred 
role of mothers and fathers, such as “a child that is not yet attending school is 
likely to suffer the consequences if his or her mother has a job” and “the father 

                                                           
45   Bollen-stine bootstrap is a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non-normal data for a path 

model.  
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should earn money, while the mother takes care of the household and the family” 
(see table 9 for a full list of the statements). The possible answers were: 1: fully 
disagree; 2: disagree; 3: neither agree nor disagree; 4: agree; 5: fully agree. A 
factor analysis showed that these variables load on one dimension. By adding the 
answers to each of the questions and rescaling, I created a variable ranging from 0 
(the most traditional general gender values) to 1 (the most egalitarian). This scale 
is highly reliable (Cronbach’s Alpha 0.781). 

Table 9. General gender values: Into what extent do you agree with the following 
propositions a? 

 N Mean Std. 
Deviation 

1. A working mother’s relationship with her children can be just 
as close and warm as that of a non-working mother 

837 3.96 1.103 

2. A child that is not yet attending school is likely to suffer the 
consequences if his or her mother has a job 

837 2.49 1.193 

3. Fathers ought to do more in terms of household work than they 
do at present 

837 3.40 .857 

4. Fathers ought to do more in terms of childcare than they do at 
present 

837 3.45 .843 

5. The father should earn money, while the mother takes care of 
the household and the family 

837 1.95 .891 

6. A woman is more suited to rearing young children than a man 837 2.74 1.056 
7. Overall, family life suffers the consequences if the mother has a 

full-time job 
837 2.90 1.275 

Source: ‘Politics and Values’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010.  
a All items range from 1 (fully disagree) to 5 (fully agree), answers on question 1, 3 and 4 are 
reversed recoded and after computing the scale, the whole scale is reversed running from 0 
(traditional) to 1 (egalitarian): Cronbach’s Alpha 0.781 

A mother’s ideal family life  

The second dependent variable is based on a question suggested by Hakim 
(2000): ‘Which family life is closest to your ideal family life?’. This is just one of 
three questions suggested by Hakim to trace women’s lifestyle preferences. The 
two other questions concern women’s work centeredness are not included in this 
study: firstly, whether she would still work even without economic necessity, and 
secondly, what are her perceptions concerning primary earner identity (Hakim, 
2003). In the questionnaire, respondents were asked about their personal work 
centeredness: What are the main reasons that you work? A respondent could pick 
three out of eleven possible answers. Factor analysis showed, however, that these 
answers and a mother’s ideal family life could not be reduced to a single 
dimension. Therefore a mother’s personal work attitudes are not included in the 
analysis.  

The possible answers are shown in table 10. This variable is recoded into 
three categories, viz. a traditional ideal family life (answering category 1), an 
adaptive ideal family life (answering category 2) and an egalitarian ideal family 
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life (answering categories 3 to 6). One in eight mothers endorses a traditional 
ideal family life, a little more than one third has an adaptive ideal family life (a 
full-time working husband and a part-time working mother) and a little more than 
half of the mothers prefer an equal division of labour with their men.  

Table 10. Which family life is closest to your ideal family life? 

 % agree 

1. A family in which my partner works full-time and I take care of the household tasks 
and child care 

12 

2. A family in which my partner works full-time and I work part-time and take the 
main responsibility of the household tasks and child care 

36 

3. A family in which both parents share equally paid labour, household tasks and child 
care 

49 

4. A family in which I work full-time and my partner works part-time and he (or she) 
takes the main responsibility of the household tasks and child care 

.7 

5. A family in which I work full-time and my partner takes care of the household tasks 
and child care. 

.2 

6. A single parent family in which I work and take care of the household tasks and 
child care 

2.9 

7. No children .4 

N = 930 

Source: ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

Independent variables 

Parental values  

Firstly, the respondents were asked which were the most important norms and 
values that they remembered being transmitted by their parents. They could 
choose three options from eleven items, such as “a good education is important”, 
“caring for others is important” and “you have to work to be financially 
independent of others” (see table 11 for the full list). By this way of questioning, I 
force the respondents to only choose parental norms and values that have a strong 
link in memory. Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) assumed that the strength of an 
attitude is related to the strength of the association: the stronger the attitude, the 
more automatically and frequently accessible the association is from memory.   

Since the respondents could only pick a maximum of three answers, the 
questions cannot be transformed straightforwardly into a single variable. 
Therefore, I included each attitude that was mentioned as a separate dichotomous 
variable in the analysis.  
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Table 11. What are the most important norms and values transmitted by your 
parents?a 

 % chosen 

1. A good education is important 59 
2. You have to carry out your full potential. 24 
3. Caring for others is important 32 
4. (Paid) work is above all fun. 5 
5, Through work you are valued by your social environment 8 
6, You only should do what you really want. 29 
7. Work is above all a way to receive income. 15 
8. You have to work in order to be financially independent of others. 33 
9. You should work in order to contribute to society. 12 
10. When you don’t perform paid work, you are less worthwhile.  0 
11, Making a good career in important 6 
a The respondents could chose three items; N = 934 

Source: ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

Work attitude of respondents’ mothers 

Secondly, I constructed two variables to measure the work attitude of the mother 
of each respondent at the time she (the respondent) was twelve years old, based 
on three questions. The first question is:  ‘Did your mother have a paid job when 
you were twelve years old?’. Two subsequent questions were asked about how 
her mother felt about having or not having a job. The possible answers to this 
question were: 1: She liked motherhood, but would have preferred to work as 
well; 2: She liked motherhood, and would not have preferred to work; 3: She 
found motherhood to be a burden, and would have preferred to work; 4: She 
found motherhood to be a burden, but would not have preferred to work either. 
The same questions were asked in cases when the respondents’ mother did work 
(i.e. She liked motherhood and her job; she liked motherhood and she would have 
preferred not to work, etc.).  

The three questions are combined in the following way. A dichotomous 
variable was constructed for the cases in which the respondent’s mother was not 
in paid work and felt good about not having a job, and for cases when she was in 
paid work, but did not feel good about her paid work, indicating that she was 
home-oriented. 44 per cent of the respondents recalled a home-oriented mother. 
Another dichotomous variable combined the cases in which the mother felt good 
about having paid work and the cases in which she regretted not having a job, 
indicating that she was work-oriented (28 per cent of the mothers). I did not 
merge these two variables into one dichotomous variable (home-oriented versus 
work-oriented), since then I would omit the respondents who did not know 
whether their mothers transmitted any of these values and the respondents with 
different memories. The respondents without clear recollection or with different 
memories of their own mothers’ attitudes are for the analysis relevant as well 
(Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005). 
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Two questions refer to the perceived support of secondary socialization 
agents.  

Professional support teacher.A first question addressed the influence of 
teachers. The respondents were asked whether they could remember any teacher 
at high school who had personally motivated or supported them in their choice of 
profession (answering categories: 1: no; 2: yes). Notably, only 12.8 per cent 
responded in the affirmative to this question. 

Career support significant others. A second question asked whether the 
respondent felt they had ever been supported or motivated to fulfil her full 
potential at work (1: no; 2: yes). Those who replied in the affirmative were then 
asked by whom. 42.4 per cent of the mothers confirmed that they had been 
supported in the past to fulfil their full potential at work: 16.1 per cent by their 
parents, 26.1 per cent by their partners, 23.7 per cent by their bosses and/or 
colleagues, 3.2 per cent by their brothers or sisters, and 7.1 per cent by their 
friends (5.3 per cent by others). Each of these answers is treated as a separate 
dichotomous variable in the analysis.  

Control variables 

Apart from the variables that measure primary and secondary socialization 
effects, I control for the effects of a number of background characteristics of the 
respondents.  

Education. The higher the education attained by adolescents, the more they 
are exposed to ideas about equality and/or the establishment of career-oriented 
networks (Cunningham et al., 2005, p.887; Kroska and Elman, 2009, p.373). 
Therefore, it is expected that higher-educated mothers have more egalitarian 
gender attitudes in comparison to less educated mothers. The respondent’ highest 
education level completed is measured by six categories: 1: primary school; 2: 
lower secondary education (VMBO in Dutch); 3: higher secondary education 
(HAVO/VWO); 4: intermediate vocational education (MBO); 5: higher 
vocational education (HBO); 6: university (WO).  

Age .The effect of age (in years) is controlled as well, which may refer both to 
the life phase as well as to the generation (birth cohort) of the respondents. In a 
cross-sectional analysis it is not possible to distinguish between age and cohort 
effects. Yet, from a theoretical point of view, I included the variable age to 
control for the cohort effect. Various studies have shown that mothers’ role 
orientations have become more egalitarian over the years (Moen et al., 1997), but 
have recently reverted to being slightly more traditional in the Netherlands 
(Merens et al., 2011; Bucx, 2011). To allow for a non-linear relationship between 
age (or birth cohort) and values and ideals, age squared (divided by 100) is also 
included as an explanatory variable.   

Religiousness. Religiosity is expected to coincide with more traditional gender 
values and ideals, since most religions endorse traditional views on the role of 
women (Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004; Cunningham, 2001; De Valk, 2008; 
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Kraaykamp, 2012; Thompson, 1991). I thus expect that religious mothers have 
more traditional general gender values and a more traditional conception of the 
ideal family life. The respondents were asked how often, aside from special 
occasions such as weddings and funerals, they attend religious gatherings 
nowadays: 1: every day; 2: more than once a week; 3: once a week; 4: at least 
once a week; 5: only on special religious days; 6: less often; 7: never. 53 per cent 
of the respondents replied never, and approximately 10 per cent attend religious 
gatherings once a week or more often. 

Partner. Cohabiting mothers may be expected to be more in support of 
traditional values and personal ideals compared to single mothers, since they can 
rely financially on their partners. A career-oriented husband may work long work 
hours and leave the bulk of household responsibilities to his wife, causing her to 
adapt her personal view of her ideal family life to a more traditional family life, 
mainly to reduce feelings of dissonance (Festinger, Riecken, and Schachter, 1956; 
Kroska and Elman, 2009). Nonetheless, a mother with more traditional values and 
perception of the ideal family life may also be less likely to become a single 
mother compared to mothers with more egalitarian values and ideals. The 
relationship is thus perceived as reciprocal. The respondents were asked whether 
they lived together with a partner, whether married or unmarried (1: no; 2: yes). 
The vast majority of the sample, 87 per cent, lives together with a partner. 

Parents’ educational level. Based on social stratification theory, I control for 
the parental educational level.  From previous studies it is known that higher-
educated parents tend to transmit more liberal or progressive values (Sanders, 
1997). Therefore it is assumed that the higher the educational achievements of a 
respondent’s parents, the more egalitarian her gender values and her view of the 
ideal family life will be. The educational level of her parents is measured across 
five categories instead of the 6 categories which were used for the educational 
level of the mother herself (2 and 3 are merged into one category: secondary 
school). 

Table 12 gives an overview of the descriptives of both the dependent and the 
independent variables in the analysis. Table 13 gives the correlations between the 
variables included in the path model. 
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Table 12. Descriptives dependent and independent variables 
 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. 

Deviation 
1. General gender values 834 0 0.80 .506 .137 
2. Personal ideal family life 930 1 3 2.40 .69 
3. Level of education 936 1 6 3.73 1.32 
4. Attendance to religious gatherings  833 1 7 2.08 1.453 
5. Partner 935 0 1 .87 .333 
6. Level of education respondent’s father 863 1 5 2.03 .996 
7. Level of education respondent’s mother 837 1 5 2.42 1.18 
8. Mother had a paid job when respondent 

was twelve 
935 0 1 .30 .46 

9. Age 935 18 64 43.70 8.337 
10. Age squared/100 935 3.24 40.96 19.63 7.39 
11. Home oriented mother 935 0 1 .44 .50 
12. Work oriented mother 935 0 1 .28 .45 
13. Which proposition does apply to your 

mother most?  
206 1 4 1,54 1,020 

14. How did you mother experience the fact 
that she did not performed paid work? 

562 1 5 1,86 1,380 

15. A good education is important 934 0 1 .59 .492 
16. You have to carry out your full 

potential. 
934 0 1 .24 .425 

17. Caring for others is important 934 0 1 .32 .467 

18. (Paid) work is above all fun. 934 0 1 .05 .227 
19. Through work you are valued by your 

social environment 
934 0 1 .08 .270 

20. You only should do what you really 
want 

934 0 1 .29 .453 

21. Work is above all a way to receive 
income 

934 0 1 .15 .360 

22. You have to work in order to be 
financially independent of others 

934 0 1 .33 .471 

23. You should work in order to contribute 
to society 

934 0 1 .12 .323 

24. When you don’t perform paid work, you 
are less worthwhile 

934 0 1 .00 .057 

25. Making a good career in important 934 0 1 .06 .241 
26. Motivated by people at work   935 0 1 .24 .43 
27. Motivated by teachers 935 1 2 1.13 .33 
28. Motivated to work by parents 935 0 1 .16 .48 
29. Motivated to work by friends 935 0 1 .07 .26 
30. Motivated to work by partner 935 0 1 .26 .44 

Source: Data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women and their 
social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 13. Bilateral (Pearson) correlations of dependent and independent variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. General Gender 
Values 

1       

2. Ideal Family Life .474*** 1      
3. Education .274*** .226*** 1     
4. Religiousness -.233*** -.164*** .041 1    
5. Partner -.049 -.135*** .034 .089 1   
6. Education reps’ 

mother 
.120*** .074* .275*** 0.51 .035 1  

7. Age .014 .035 -.092** -.012 -
.113*** 

-.273*** 1 

8. Age square -.002 .019 -.099** -.003 -
.114*** 

-.270*** .994*** 

9. Message parents: 
work is a mean to 
earn money 

-.074* -.037 -.069* -.040 -.002 -.146*** .011 

10. Message parents: 
caring for others is 
important 

-.033 -.081** .022 .202*** .023 -.067* .117*** 

11. Work oriented 
mother 

.131*** .144*** .117*** -
.122*** 

-.002 .137*** -
.113*** 

12. Motivating partner .167*** .135*** .184*** -.028 .148*** .074* -.098** 

13. Motivating teacher .004 .075* .022 .030 -.037 -.011 -.021 

14. Motivated at work .196*** .198*** .214*** -.020 .013 .010 -.090** 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  

Table 13. (continued). Pearson correlations of dependent and independent variables 
 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

8.Age square 1       
9. Message parents: work is 
a mean to earn money 

-.009 1      

10. Message parents: caring 
for others is important 

.121*** -.019 1     

11. Work oriented mother -.120*** -.026 -.075** 1    
12. Motivating partner -.102** -.054 .043 .078* 1   
13. Motivating teacher -.016 -.048 -.011 .007 .017 .1  
14. Motivated at work -.095** .076* .041 .101** .294*** .104*** 1 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  

5.8 Results 

Hypothesis 1:  
A mother’s personal ideal family life is based on her general gender values. 

The hypotheses are tested with three path models that included the main 
dependent variable, ideal family life, wherein general gender values functioned as 
a dependent and independent variable. Besides general gender values, the first 
model only includes control variables: education, age, religiousness and presence 
of a partner. In support of the first hypothesis, I found that a mother’s ideal family 
life is strongly correlated with her general gender values: the more egalitarian her 
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general gender values are, the more egalitarian her personal ideal family life (beta 
.400) (table 14).  

In addition to her general gender values, some of the control variables also 
relate to a mother’s ideal family life. A higher education corresponds with a more 
egalitarian personal ideal gender division of labour. As expected, the presence of 
a partner is related to a more traditional personal ideal family life. The attendance 
of religious gatherings (religiousness) and age have no direct relationship with a 
mother’s ideal family life, although it is associated with her ideal family life 
indirectly via her general gender values. The relationship between age and ideal 
family and gender values is curvilinear: up till an age of 44, mothers’ attitudes 
become more egalitarian, but beyond that age they become more traditional 
again. Put differently, the cohort of mothers born in the mid-1960s tends to be the 
most egalitarian.  

Her general gender values, her educational level, her age and the presence of 
partner together explain 33 per cent of the variance of ideal family life. 

Table 14. Model 1: Structural path analysis of dependent variable Ideal family life 
and General gender values 

 
Egalitarian 

Ideal family life 
Egalitarian 

General gender values 

 Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 

1. General gender values .400 2.165*** 
(.160) 

  

2. Education .105 .058*** 
(.016) 

.283 .029 *** 
(.003) 

3. Age .652 .055 ** 
(.022) 

.965 .015 ** 
(.002) 

4. Age2  -.634 -.061* 
(.025) 

-.931 -.016 ** 
(.005) 

5. Partner present -.327 -.240*** 
(.021) 

-.105 -.014 ** 
(.002) 

6. Religiousness n.s. n.s. -.163 -.022 *** 
(.004) 

Intercept  .106 
(.464) 

 -.045 
(.104) 

Squared Multiple Corr. (R2) .331  .126  

Degrees of freedom 3    
Bollen-stine bootstrap p =.001    

1. As independent and dependent variable general gender values, including control variables as 
independent variables.  

2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
6. Bollen-stine bootstrap is a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non normal data for a path 

model. Based on this outcome the model can be accepted. 
7. Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 

Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of 
Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 15. Standardized total effects of structural path analysis of Ideal Family Life 
(belonging to table 14) 
 Egalitarian  Ideal family life 

1. General Gender values .400 
2. Education .218 
3. Partner present -.369 
4. Age 1.038 
5. Age squared -1.006 
6. Religiousness -.065 

Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 
Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

Hypothesis 2:  
A mother’s gender values and ideal family life are influenced by parental 
socialization during childhood.  

In the second path model, the parental norms and values are included, along with 
the educational level of the respondent’s parents as control variables. Firstly, the 
respondent’s own educational level, her age and her religiousness are related to 
her general gender values. Higher-educated mothers have more egalitarian 
general gender values. Secondly, several parental values – although certainly not 
all – correspond with a mother’s general gender values and her ideal family life.  
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Table 16. Model 2: Structural path analysis of dependent variables Ideal family life 
and General gender values  
 Egalitarian Ideal family 

life 
Egalitarian General gender 

values 
 Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 
1. General gender values .400 2.114*** 

(.159) 
-  

2. Education .107 .056***  
(.016) 

.259 .026*** 
(.003) 

3. Age .626 .051* 
(.022) 

1.012 .016*** 
(.005) 

4. Age2 -.592 -.055* 
(.025) 

-.950 -.017** 
(.005) 

5. Partner present -.307 -.236***  
(.043) 

n.s.  

6. Religiousness n.s.  -.163 -.022*** 
(.004) 

7. Education parents: mother n.s.  .074 .010* 
(.005) 

8. Message parents: work is a mean 
to earn money 

n.s.  -.161 -.025** 
(.008) 

9. Message parents: caring for others 
is important 

-.127 -.090* 
(.037) 

n.s.  

10. Work oriented mother 
.155 .110** 

(.038) 
.150 0.20** 

(.008) 
Intercept  .174 

(.461) 
 -.095 

(.105) 
Squared Multiple corr. (R2) .303  .135  
Degrees of freedom 10    
Bollen-stine bootstrap p =.001    

1. As independent and dependent variable general gender values, including control variables and 
primary socialization factors as independent variables.  

2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
6. Bollen-stine bootstrap is a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non normal data for a path 

model. Based on this outcome the model can be accepted. 
7. Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 

Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of 
Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 17. Standardized total effects of model 2 (belonging to table 16) of dependent 
variable ideal family life  
 Egalitarian Ideal family 

Life 
1. Gender values .400 
2. Education .211 
3. Partner present -.330 
4. Age 1.030 
5. Age squared -.972 
6. Religiousness -.065 
7. Respondent’s mothers’ educational level .030 
8. Work oriented  mother .215 
9. Message parents, caring for others is important  -.127 
10. Message parents, work is a mean to earn money  -.065 

Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 
Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

Mothers who have received the parental message that work is above all a means 
by which to earn money, which is a rather instrumental view of work and one 
which does not appealing to one’s intrinsic work motivation, tend to have more 
traditional gender values. A mother who, as a juvenile, experienced her own 
mother enjoying her work, or else wishing to have had paid work (28 per cent of 
the mothers), endorses more egalitarian general gender values. 

In addition, the educational level of a respondent’s mother is related to the 
respondent’s general gender values, which also demonstrates the significance of 
social stratification theory. The educational level of the father has no additional 
effect.  

A mother’s ideal family life appears also to be directly affected by primary 
socialization. Mothers who recall the rather traditional and gender-specific 
message that caring for others is important (32 per cent of the mothers) tend to 
prefer a more traditional ideal family life, independent of their general gender 
values. And a mother who, as a juvenile, experienced that her own mother 
enjoyed her work or wishing to have had paid work also endorses a more 
egalitarian family life, making the total standardized effect of the respondent’s 
mother’s work attitude rather large. 

Remarkably, the variable covering whether the respondent’s mother was in 
paid work or not does not have a significant effect on a mother’s gender values or 
ideal family life. This finding indicates that it is the parental transmission of 
attitudes, rather than parental behaviour, that is most salient in analysing adults’ 
values and ideals, though it does so subtly and unintentionally (also Moen et al., 
1997). 
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Hypothesis 3: 
A mother endorses more egalitarian gender values and a more egalitarian 
ideal family life if she perceived support from teachers at secondary school in 
her professional choice. 

 

Hypothesis 4:  
A mother endorses more egalitarian gender values and a more egalitarian 
ideal family life if she perceived the career support from significant others.  

In the third path model, the perceived professional support of teachers and career 
support from significant others are both included. The explained variance of the 
model for gender values increased to about 18 per cent, and for ideal family life 
to about 65 per cent (table 18).  

If a mother recalls the support of teachers in her choice of occupation, she 
prefers a more egalitarian family life, as is expected in hypothesis 3, but 
unexpectedly perceived previous professional support of her teacher does not 
relate to her general values.  

Previous career support from her partner is significantly associated with more 
egalitarian general gender values. The same applies to the past presence of 
stimulating people at work, such as colleagues and bosses.  Within the path 
model, the parental norms and values are no longer significantly related to her 
general gender values. Apparently, the parental influences on her general gender 
values, except for the influence of the educational level of a respondent’s mother, 
operate through the effect of secondary socialization agents.  
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Table 18. Model 3: Structural path analysis of dependent variables Ideal family life 
and General gender values  

 Egalitarian Ideal family life Egalitarian General gender 
values 

 Beta B (s.e.) Beta B (s.e.) 

1. General gender values  .279 2.042*** 
(.159) 

-  

2. Education .065 0.47** 
(.016) 

.220 .022*** 
(.003) 

3. Age .443 .052 * 
(.022) 

.951 .015*** 
(.005) 

4. Age square -.411 .055* 
(.025) 

-.696 -.016** 
(.005) 

5. Partner present -.230 -.231*** 
(.050) 

n.s.  

6. Religiousness n.s.  -.873 -.022*** 
(.004) 

7. Education mother n.s.  .098 .013** 
(.005) 

8. Message parents. works is a 
mean to earn money 

n.s.  n.s.  

9. Message parents: caring for 
others is important 

-.101 -.101* 
(.040) 

n.s.  

10. Work oriented  mother 
.105 .105** 

(.041) 
n.s.  

11. Professional support by 
teacher 

.135 .135** 
(.050) 

n.s.  

12. Career support by partner n.s.  .182 .025*** 
(.006) 

13. Career support by 
supervisors and colleagues 

.157 .158*** 
(.044) 

.304 .042*** 
(.007) 

Intercept  .017 
(.468) 

 -.041 
(.087) 

Squared Multiple corr. (R2) .653  .180  
Degrees of freedom 14    
Bollen-stine bootstrap p =.001    

1. As independent and dependent variable general gender values, including control variables and 
primary and secondary socialization factors as independent variables.  

2. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
3. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
4. S.E.: standard error.  
5. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
6. Bollen-stine bootstrap is a measure for the goodness-of-fit in case of non normal data for a path 

model. Based on this outcome the model can be accepted. 
7. Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 

Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of 
Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 19. Standardized total effects belonging to model 3 (belonging to table 18) of 
dependent variable Ideal family life 
 Egalitarian 

Ideal family Life 
1. Gender values .279 
2. Education .126 
3. Partner present .230 
4. Age .708 
5. Age squared -.655 
6. Religiousness -.046 
7. Respondent’s mothers’ educational level .027 
8. Work oriented  mother .105 
9. Message parents, caring for others is important  -.101 
10. Motivated by teacher .135 
11. Motivated by partner .051 
12. Motivated by supervisors and colleagues .242 

Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 
Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

Earlier experiences of supervisors and/or colleagues who stimulated her with 
respect to her work are also directly correlated with a more egalitarian ideal 
family life, which makes the total effect of stimulating people at work substantial.  
A stimulating partner is not directly related to a mother’s ideal family life, but 
only indirectly via her general values. I do not find evidence for the influence of 
stimulating friends. The effect of the control variables remains qualitatively the 
same in this model for a mother’s ideal family life.  

5.9 Conclusions 

The large variation in the working pattern of Dutch mothers makes the 
Netherlands an interesting case with which to study the origins of individual 
labour market behaviour. Previous research has shown that, next to micro-
economic factors, such as educational attainment and income, the variation in 
gender attitudes is one of the causes of the diverse employment pattern (Beets et 
al., 1997; Hakim, 2003a-c; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Portegijs et al., 2008b; 
Risman et al., 1999). Continuing in this line of research, this study has traced the 
origins of two kinds of gender attitudes, namely more general gender values, (i.e. 
the family life that a mother deems appropriate for other people), and personal 
gender attitudes (i.e. a mother’s own ideal family life). This distinction is 
important, because previous studies have shown that a mother’s personal ideal 
family life is a better predictor of her labour market behaviour than her general 
gender values (Hakim, 2003a-c; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman et al., 1999).  
By conducting a structural path analysis on data from a survey among a 
representative sample of 935 Dutch mothers, I tested to what extent differences in 
socialization processes explain Dutch mothers’ general gender values and their 
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ideal family life.  The analyses show that primary and secondary socialization 
processes do indeed matter.  

Firstly, as expected (hypothesis 1), a mother’s ideal family life is significantly 
related to her general gender values. Adding control variables, a higher education 
corresponds with more egalitarian ideals and the presence of a partner with more 
traditional standards. Secondly, the findings shed some light on which 
remembered parental verbal and mental symbols are significantly associated with 
a mother’s current gender values and personal ideals (hypothesis 2). The 
instrumental parental message that “work is just a means to earning money” 
renders more traditional general gender values. For such mothers, parental 
socialization regarding an intrinsic motivation to work was apparently absent. In 
line with stratification theory, when a respondent’s mother had a relatively high 
educational level, the respondent’s general gender values are more egalitarian 
(Sanders, 1997). Furthermore, if a mother easily recalls the gender-specific life 
message ‘caring for others is important’, her ideal family life tends to be more 
traditional. Another salient finding is that the memory of a positively work-
orientated mother (even if she did not work) enhances egalitarian values and an 
egalitarian personal ideal family life of her daughter. Previous research has also 
demonstrated that socialization processes for women operate in particular through 
the transmission of attitudes and verbal persuasion by the mother (Moen et al., 
1997. p.291; Thornton, Alwin and Camburn 1983). In understanding mothers’ 
diverse values and ideals, which subsequently influence their labour market 
behaviour, it is thus relevant to focus on their personal biographies and the way in 
which parental values and attitudes were transmitted and continue to serve as 
(invisible) guides for their behaviour. Moreover, the salient effect of her parents 
on a mother’s current values and ideals suggest that a mother’s gender values and 
ideal family life remain to some extent stable over the course of her life, and is a 
part of her that will not easily adapt to changing personal circumstances or 
altering national institutions. 

Our findings further indicate that earlier professional and career support, 
whether by teachers (hypothesis 3), partners or people at work (hypothesis 4), 
correspond with more egalitarian values and ideal family life.  These results 
imply that, although the origin of a mother’s gender values and attitudes may lie 
in childhood socialization, they can be reinforced or weakened by the 
professional and career support of significant others later in life, or lack thereof 
(also Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004; Cunningham et al., 2005; Kan, 2007; Moen 
et al., 1997).   

The full path model could explain a considerable part of the variance of Dutch 
mothers’ ideal family lives: a mother’s ideal family life is related to specific 
parental messages, to previous professional support from teachers and people at 
work (or lack of), a mother’s own general gender values (also socially 
embedded), her marital status, and her educational level. Mothers’ gender values 
and personal ideals clearly do not exist independently from social structures, but 
are formed within prior and diverse social bonds. The findings of this chapter 
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enhance the understanding of how values and ideals are shaped and socially 
embedded, and add to the apprehension of why mothers react differently to social 
institutions, such as statutory laws and normative standards.   

Various qualifications of this study are in place. As mentioned above, the 
findings are based on retrospective questions, cross-sectional data and correlation 
coefficients. The conclusions regarding the impact of primary socialization are 
largely based on the respondents’ recollection of experiences from their youth. 
However, memories are selective and people may rationalise their own 
preferences and attitudes. Nevertheless, I believe that the answers of the 
respondents are quite accurate, since only 13 per cent stated that they found the 
questionnaire difficult, and 5 per cent thought the questions were not clear.  
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Chapter 6 

Intermezzo: the full model 

6.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the two separate path analyses of chapters 4 and 5 are merged into 
one encompassing path model. The full model does not yield any substantially 
different results compared to the two separate models. Nonetheless, the bonus of 
the full analysis is that it explains the work attitudes “I work in order to be 
economically independent” and “I like to work” as dependent variables, which is 
relevant because these work attitudes significantly relate to a mother’s work 
preference.  

The results are briefly summed up in this chapter. Firstly, I will comment on 
the direct effects of all dependent variables as shown in table 20. Subsequently, 
the total effects (direct plus indirect) are displayed in table 21. The results will 
then be considered and discussed. 

6.2 Mothers’ labour participation 

To examine which variables determine whether a mother has a paid job or not, we 
included all relevant background variables and the variable work preference in a 
logistic regression analysis. As is shown earlier, only work preference exerts a 
significant effect on participation in paid work (table 20). Work preference 
explains an important part of the variation in participation (0.46). In itself, this 
may not seem very surprising, but the impact of this attitudinal variable is so 
strong that the background characteristics of the mother, such as age, educational 
level, the number of children, the presence and the income of a partner do not 
have any direct influence at all. This is despite the fact that these variables play a 
crucial role in most sociological and economic theories on labour market 
behaviour. To the extent that these factors do matter, their influence is fully 
mediated by the work preference of the mother.  

 



Socialized Choices - Labour Market Behaviour of Dutch Mothers 

156 

Table 20. Results of one structural path analysis including  seven dependent 
variables.* 
Full model  Participation decision 

(yes or no) 
Work hours Preferred work hours 

 
 Beta Beta Beta 
1. Work preference  .679*** .765***  
2. Work hours - - n.s. 
3. Age n.s. -.940*** 1.858*** 
4. Age squared / 100 n.s. .967*** -1.960*** 
5. Education n.s. .110*** .091** 
6. Partner present n.s. n.s. n.s. 
7. Income partner n.s. -.565*** n.s. 
8. No income n.s. -.775*** n.s. 
9. Religiousness n.s. -.051* n.s. 
10. Number of children n.s. n.s. -.100*** 
11. Age of children <4 n.s. n.s. n.s. 
12. Age of children <8 n.s. n.s. n.s. 
13. Ideal family Life n.s. n.s. .232*** 
14. General gender 

values 
n.s. n.s. .129*** 

15. Adherence to 
economic 
Independence 

n.s. n.s. .138*** 

16. I like to work n.s. n.s. .135*** 
17. Mother in paid 

work 
n.s. n.s. .247*** 

Squared Multiple corr. 
(R2) 

.461 .719 .219 

1. Dependent variables included in the model: participation decision, work hours, preferred work 
hours, general gender values, ideal family life, and the work attitudes: ‘I work in order to 
become economically independent’ and ‘I like to work’. 

2. Age of children < 13 years reference group. 
3. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
4. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
5. Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 

Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of 
Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 20 (continued). Results of one structural path analysis including seven 
dependent variables. 
Full model 
 

General 
gender values 

Ideal 
family life 

Economic 
independence 

I like to 
work 

 Beta Beta Beta Beta 
1. General gender values  - .381*** - - 
2. Education .230*** .094** n.s. - 
3. Partner present n.s. -.325*** -.203*** .167*** 
4. Religiousness -.167*** n.s. n.s. n.s. 
5. Education mother .103** n.s. n.s. n.s. 
6. Age 1.360*** n.s. n.s. .948** 
7. Age squared / 100 -1.298** n.s. n.s. -.961** 
8. Message parents: Work is 

above all fun 
n.s n.s. n.s. .461*** 

9. Message parents: You should 
work for economic 
independence 

n.s. n.s. .520*** n.s. 

10. Message parents: Caring for 
others is important 

n.s. -.120** -.120** n.s. 

11. Work oriented  mother n.s. .147** n.s. n.s. 
12. Professional support by 

teacher 
n.s. .182** n.s. n.s. 

13. Career support by partner .191*** n.s. n.s. .099* 
14. Career support by supervisors 

and colleagues 
.313*** .216*** n.s. n.s. 

15. Mother in paid work n.s. n.s. .110* n.s. 
Squared Multiple corr. (R2) .155 .333 .488 .551 
Degrees of freedom 109    

Bollen-stine bootstrap 0.001    

1. Dependent variables included in the model: participation decision, work hours, preferred work 
hours, general gender values, ideal family life, and the work attitudes: ‘I work in order to 
become economically independent’ and ‘I like to work’. 

2. Age of children < 13 years reference group. 
3. Beta: standardized regression coefficient.  
4. *p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
5. Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 

Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of 
Tilburg, November 2010. 

6.3 Number of work hours  

Next, I examine which variables directly affect the number of hours a mother 
works if she has paid work. In this case, most background characteristics play a 
significant role. In line with microeconomic theory, the higher the income of her 
partner, the fewer hours she works.  As expected, mothers work fewer hours 
when they become older, but the positive sign of age squared shows that the 
number of hours starts increasing again beyond the age of 43. It should be noted, 
however, that the effect of age might be related to both the age of the respondent 
and her birth cohort. In a cross-sectional analysis it is not possible to distinguish 
between age and cohort effects.  
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Consistent with previous research, the higher the level of education of a 
mother, the more hours she works.  As expected, mothers who consider 
themselves to be religious work fewer hours. Most relevant for the analysis is the 
strong impact of the work preference of the mother on her actual number of work 
hours (beta 0.765). For every extra hour she wishes to work, she actually works 
three quarters of an hour more. As mentioned, the results confirm the first 
hypothesis of this study.  

6.4 Work preference  

Since work preference is both theoretically and empirically an important 
determinant of the labour participation of mothers, I next turn to an explanation of 
the number of hours a mother prefers to work. Which factors explain why 
mothers differ in the preferred number of work hours?  With the full model I can 
explain approximately 22 per cent of the variance of work preferences.   

Firstly, a number of background characteristics contribute to explaining the 
differences. As expected, the more children the mother has, the fewer hours she 
prefers to work. For every extra child she bears, she desires to reduce her working 
week by roughly 1.5 hours. Neither the income of a partner nor his or her 
presence has an additional effect on a mother’s preferred number of work hours, 
contrary to her actual number of work hours. This result underlines the 
assumption in this study, that work preferences have more stability than the actual 
number of work hours. The older the mother, the more hours she prefers to work, 
whereas her actual number of hours decreases compared to younger mothers. 
Apparently, her older age makes it more difficult to put her preference into 
practise.  

The second hypothesis of this study concerns the relationship between work 
preferences and general gender values, and personal work and gender attitudes. 
As expected, general gender values relate significantly to a mother’s work 
preference. The more egalitarian her general values, the more hours she prefers to 
work (beta .129). As expected, a mother’s own ideal family life (personal gender 
values) corresponds stronger with her work preferences than her general values. 
In particular, a mother’s ideal family life corresponds with her work preference 
(beta .232).  

Only two work attitudes matter. When she chooses “I like to work” and “I 
work in order to be economically independent of others” out of the eleven 
questions asked about her work attitude, the number of hours she prefers to work 
is 2.4 (beta .135) and 2.5 (beta .138) larger, respectively, compared to mothers 
who have not chosen these answer categories.  

The maternal behaviour during childhood also has a direct significant effect 
on the work preferences of mature women. In cases when her own mother had a 
paid job when the respondent was twelve years old, she (the daughter) increases 
the number of hours she desires to work herself by almost 3 hours (beta .247).  
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6.5 Ideal family life 

The mothers in the sample were asked about their ideal family lives, as was also 
asked by Hakim (2000, 2003 a-d). The full path model explains 33 per cent of the 
variance of a mother’s personal ideal family life.46 In the sample, 12 per cent of 
the mothers have a traditional ideal, 36 per cent are adaptive, and most mothers, 
52 per cent, have an egalitarian ideal (which also includes the role reversal 
model). A mother’s general gender values largely correspond with her own ideal 
family life.  

As expected, if her general gender values are more traditional, she also 
idealises a more traditional family life for herself (beta .381). If she has a partner 
then she prefers a more traditional family life, compared to single mothers. Apart 
from this, her educational level influences her ideal family life in the expected 
direction.  

Several primary and secondary socialization variables relate to mothers’ own 
ideal family lives as well. If a mother recalls that her parents mainly transmitted 
the message that caring for others is important, the daughter later comes to 
embrace a more traditional ideal family life (beta -.141). A mother who when 
young experienced her own mother enjoying work, or wishing that she could 
have paid work, has a more egalitarian ideal family life (beta .147).  

Secondary socializing agents (teachers, supervisors and colleagues) are also 
significantly associated with a mother’s ideal family life. If a mother has been 
supported by her teachers in her choice of occupation, she adheres to a more 
egalitarian family life (beta .182). Furthermore, in line with exposure-based 
theory, earlier work experiences in the presence of stimulating supervisors and/or 
colleagues towards fulfilling her full potential at work increase a mother’s 
preference for an equal division of paid and unpaid work with her spouse (beta 
.216).  

6.6 General gender values  

As shown, a mother’s general gender values are significantly related to her work 
preference. Therefore next I shall examine which variables affect her general 
gender values. The full path model can explain approximately 16 per cent of the 
variance. If the focus is on the background characteristics, religiousness is, as 
expected, associated with a more traditional general gender attitude, while a 
higher education makes mothers more egalitarian. The respondents’ general 
gender values are also influenced by an objective characteristic of her own 
mother: her mother’s educational level (beta .103). 

The perceived support of some secondary socialization agents correspond to a 
mother’s general gender values as well. The analysis shows that previous support 

                                                           
46  This figure is substantially less than in the separate model. However, the estimates and strength of 

the variables remain similar, which is most key within this study. 
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of a partner towards a mother’s career is related to more egalitarian gender values 
(beta .191).  The same applies to stimulating people at work (colleagues and 
bosses) (beta .313).  

6.7 Mothers who work in order to become economically 
independent  

Within the full model I can also examine which control and socializing factors 
correspond with a mother’s adherence to economic independence. Parental 
messages have a profound relationship. This counts most, and for all, for the 
transmitted message that one should work in order to become economically 
independent (beta .520). The parental message “caring for others is important” 
has the opposite effect - if a mother mainly received this message when young, 
her own adherence to economic independence is smaller (beta -.120). Cohabiting 
mothers are less attached to economic independence compared to single mothers. 
The labour market participation of her own mother during childhood also exerts a 
positive influence on a mother’s adherence to economic independence.  

6.8 Mothers who like to work 

Of the sample, 38 per cent of the mothers agreed with this proposition, when 
choosing choose three out of eleven possible values. Remarkably, only 5 percent 
of the mothers claimed that their parents had transmitted this value. This change 
in attitude towards work between parents and their daughters shows that certain 
work attitudes gain importance over time, while others lose meaning. For 
example, the value “a good education is important” is less important for current 
mothers than for their parents (as perceived by their daughters). This might 
indicate that nowadays the notion of a good education is trivial, and that others 
values have become more important. The presence of a partner and the career 
support of her partner are positively related to this work value. Mother’s job 
satisfaction therefore appears to be considerably associated with the presence and 
support of partner. It is possible that the financial necessity of work for single 
mothers might lower their pleasure at work. Mothers who have received the 
parental message that work is above all fun, enjoy their work significantly more 
than mothers who did not receive this message (beta .461). 
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Table 21. Standardized total effects of the structural path analysis of seven dependent 
variables.  
 

Dependent variables 

 Work Work 
Hours 

Work 
preference 

Ideal family 
life 

1. Education .111 .235 .163 .181 
2. Number of children -.068 -.076 -.100  
3. Partner present -.055 -.062 -.081 -.325 
4. Income partner  -.565   
5. No income  -.775   
6. Age 1.683 .958 2.479 1.375 
7. Age squared / 100 -1.739 -.994 -2.562 -1.319 
8. Religiousness -.025 -.078 -.036 -.064 
9. Work preference .679 .765   
10. Ideal family life .157 .177 .232  
11. Gender values .147 .166 .217 .381 
12. I like to work .091 .103 .135  
13. Adherence to economic 

independence 
.094 .105 .138  

14. Respondent’s mother had  paid work .178 .201 .262 .147 
15. Respondent’s mothers’ educational 

level 
.015 .017 .022 .039 

16. Work oriented  mother .023 .026 .034  
17. Message parents: Work is above all 

fun 
.042 .048 .062  

18. Message parents: Caring for others 
is important  

-.033 -.038 -.049 -.141 

19. Message parents:  You should work 
for economic independence  

.049 .055 .072  

20. Motivated by teacher .029 .032 .042 .182 
21. Motivated by partner .037 .042 .055 .073 
22. Motivated by supervisors and 

colleagues 
.080 .090 .118 .336 

Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 
Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Table 21 (continued). Standardized total effects of the structural path analysis of 
seven dependent variables.  

 General 
gender 
values 

Economic 
independe

nce 

I like to  
work 

1. Education .230   
2. Number of children    
3. Partner present  -.203 .167 
4. Income partner    
5. No income    
6. Age 1.360  .948 
7. Age squared / 100 -1.298  -.961 
8. Religiousness -.167   
9. Work preference    
10. Ideal family life    
11. Gender values    
12. I like to work    
13. Adherence to economic independence    
14. Respondent’s mother had paid work  .110  
15. Respondent’s mothers’ educational level .103   
16. Message parents, work is fun   .461 
17. Work-oriented mother    
18. Message parents, caring for others is important   -.120  
19. Message parents, work for economic independence   .520  
20. Motivated by teacher    
21. Motivated by partner .191  .099 
22. Motivated by supervisors and colleagues .313   

Source: Amos analysis of merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and 
Schooling’, ‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 

6.9 Conclusions 

Table 21 shows the standardized total effects, which indicate how the attitudinal 
and socializing factors indirectly correlate with the labour market decisions of 
Dutch mothers, mediated by the variable work preference. The values and 
attitudes underlying work preferences seem to originate at least partly in 
childhood, and are significantly related to mother’s perceived support of 
significant others later in life. The results involve that a mother’s work 
preference, gender values and her gender and work attitudes seem to exhibit some 
stability over the course of her life. The correlation of a mother’s work 
preferences with various attitudinal factors originating in childhood, also sheds 
light on the explaination of why societies’ policies and laws work out differently 
for each mother. The perception of what is expected by others significantly 
differs among mothers, as does their evaluation and appraisal of what is desired 
and possible within circumstantial needs. In summary, the results underline that a 
mother’s work preference represents what she likes, what she conceives as 
possible, and what she perceives as being expected of her to do by others, and can 
act as a predictor of her labour market behaviour. 
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Chapter 7 

 Exploring the social biographical patterns of Dutch mothers’ 
diverse gender and work attitudes 

47
 

7.1 Introduction 

Most contemporary researchers recognise the importance of incorporating gender 
and work attitudes in studies on female employment behaviour (Beets et al.,1997; 
Cunningham et al., 2005; Hakim, 2000; Hoffnung, 2004; Hooghiemstra, 2000; 
Marks and Houston, 2002a; Portegijs, Cloïn, Keuzenkamp, Merens and 
Steenvoorden, 2008; Risman et al., 1999). In particular, personal gender and work 
attitudes appear relevant in women’s labour market decisions. These primarily 
include women’s ideal division of labour with her spouse, and her subjective 
motivation to work. Women’s general gender values, which are their more remote 
moral views about the lives of men and women in general, seem to have little or 
no effect on female employment (Hakim, 2003; Marks and Houston, 2002a, 
2002b; Risman et al.,1999; Smithson and Stoke, 2005).  

The majority of studies on the attitudinal/behavioural relationship 
acknowledge its reciprocal character, although the emphasis on which causal 
direction prevails varies. Do gender and work attitudes develop and primarily 
affect behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Hakim, 2003c; Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004), or 
do individuals mostly adapt their attitudes to the actual situations they face, in 
order to facilitate their needs and interests (Kraaykamp, 2012; Kroska and Elman, 
2009; Steiber and Haas, 2012)? A way to investigate the consistency of people’s 
attitudes is to look at the origins of their attitudes. Nonetheless, few studies go 
beyond current attitudes to address the socializing factors formed prior to 
women’s experience of motherhood, and their current combination of care and 
work commitments (Blair-Loy, 2003). With a qualitative in-depth research of 39 
interviews  (conducted in 2010) with mothers living in the vicinity of Amsterdam, 
The Netherlands, the main contributional aim of this study is to achieve a better 
understanding of differences in the social origins of mothers’ attitudes and the 
continuity of these attitudes. These insights also shed light on the subject of why 
institutional factors and cultural standards do not have the same effect for all 
women within one country, in particular in relation to their labour market 
behaviour (Steiber and Haas, 2012).  

The aim of this study is to explore prior influences of significant others on 
mothers’ current personal gender and work attitudes (her ideal division of labour 

                                                           
47  This chapter is based on a paper that is submitted to a blind peer reviewed journal.   
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with her own spouse and her own motivation to work). Central to socialization 
theory are the issues of connectedness with other people, the view that individual 
action and attitudes are always formed and developed within a person’s social 
environment (Bandura, 1977; Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Handel, 2006). The 
central research question of this chapter reads: Do different micro socialization 
processes reveal the origins of Dutch mothers’ diverse personal gender and work 
attitudes?   

Some considerations of the qualitative analysis are in place, and the study 
must be characterised as an explorative investigation. Mothers were interviewed 
in their adult-life, and were asked retrospectively to look back at their parental 
background when they were 12 years old, and to their professional ideas before 
they started their careers, including other supportive relationships in the past. This 
way of questioning recognises a risk of the selectiveness of memory, and the fact 
that mothers’ current situations and attitudes may have influenced their answers. 
It is possible that people may adjust their memories to justify their present 
behaviour (Kroska and Elman, 2009). A longitudinal qualitative study, at 
different points in the course of one’s life, allows this risk to be avoided.  

Moreover, this study is certainly not aimed at denying the interplay between 
cause and effect of attitudes and behaviour. Various studies have convincingly 
shown that women are able to shift their attitudes through work and life 
experiences, such as changes in employment status, and deviations in marital 
status, such divorce or the unemployment of the spouse) (Cunningham et al., 
2005; Kan, 2007; Steiber and Haas, 2009). Nonetheless, the focus of this study is 
to reveal the part of continuity within their attitudes.    

7.2 Macro background: the specific case of the Netherlands  

The Netherlands is conceived as a suitable case to study the sources of mothers’ 
diverse gender and work attitudes and subsequent labour market decisions. 
Historically, Dutch female labour market activity, especially among married 
women, has been particularly low due to numerous factors: the strong cultural 
tradition of housewives (Kloek, 2009), late industrialisation and introduction of 
wage labour, Dutch neutrality during the First World War when women were not 
needed in the labour market, specific religious characteristics, high birth rates and 
prosperity (Kremer, 2007). In 1960, 7 per cent of married women were employed, 
compared to 30 per cent of English and 33 per cent of French married women 
(Kloek, 2009).  

Since the 1960s, as in many other Western countries, Dutch society has 
changed radically through processes of secularization, increasing economic 
welfare, individualization and the erosion of (some) traditions, such as the male-
breadwinner family model. As a result, the female participation level has 
increased, and this rise continued over the following decades, resulting in one of 
the highest levels of female participation among the Western countries, of almost 
70 per cent in 2009 (OECD, 2013). Nevertheless, Dutch women, and especially 
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mothers with at least one child younger than 18 years old living at home, display 
very diverse labour market patterns. In 2010, 32.4 per cent of Dutch mothers were 
not in paid work, 42.5 per cent worked between 12 and 24 hours a week, 13.8 per 
cent worked 25 to 35 hours a week, and 11.3 percent worked 36 hours or more 
(CBS-Statline, 2011).  

Specific national characteristics may explain the heterogeneous employment 
pattern of Dutch women, since various social laws and institutions enable and 
protect part-time work, potentially creating more opportunities for Dutch women 
to translate their preferences into behaviour than in other affluent societies 
(Plantenga, 2002; Tijdens, 2006; Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010). 
Research has shown that also in other Western countries, mothers prefer to work 
part-time where their jobs allow it (Fagan, 2001; Jacob, 2008). Nevertheless, 
national characteristics do not explain why Dutch women vary so much in their 
‘choice’ of work hours. Various empirical studies have shown that the diversity 
of Dutch mothers’ gender and work attitudes play an important role in explaining 
their heterogeneous employment patterns (Beets et al., 1997; Cloïn, 2010; 
Hooghiemstra, 2000; Kraaykamp, 2012). The focus of this chapter is on the 
impact of heterogeneous socialization processes on these diverse attitudes. 

7.3 Socialization theory 

Socialization theory focuses on the social relational context in which specific 
normative standards and expectations are socially transmitted. According to 
Parsons (1951), socialization is the process whereby people make societal norms 
and values their own – internalizing them – by learning what is expected of them 
in the social system from other people (in Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.28; also 
Berger and Luckmann, 1967). Internalization occurs over a long period of time, 
and is only possible through identification with significant others, first and 
foremost their parents, and later through teachers, peers, colleagues, etc. (Handel, 
2006, p.16). If full internalization has occurred, the presented norms and values 
exist, and are easily accessible, within the person themself, so that they no longer 
need be presented by the socializing agents. Subsequently, one produces imitative 
behaviour without considering the underlying processes (Bandura, 1977, p.40). It 
is for this reason that socialization theory assumes that even if people are 
conscious of the pressures of the dominant beliefs and codes in their cultural 
system, and so start acting against this normative standard, they can never escape 
it (Risman, 2004; Ridgeway and Correl, 2004). For example, men and women 
may say that they reject the idea that mothers have the prime responsibility for 
looking after their children, yet this idea may still automatically shape their actual 
behaviour (Mason, 2000, p.241). Berger and Luckmann (1967) make a distinction 
between primary socialization (or internalization) during childhood and 
secondary socialization, also referred to as adult socialization, which occurs 
throughout life. “Secondary socialization is any subsequent process that inducts 
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an already socialized individual into new sectors of the objective world of his 
society” (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.150).  

7.4 Primary socialization 

Childhood is viewed as the most important formative period in life, in which the 
basic structure of the individual’s social world (base-world) is built, with which it 
will compare all later situations (Berger and Luckmann 1967; Mannheim (1959) 
in Everingham, Stevenson and Warner-Smith 2007). Berger and Luckmann 
(1967) explain how primary socialization continues to influence people’s life and 
how it takes biographical shocks to disintegrate the individual perspective of 
social reality which is internalized in early childhood (Berger and Luckmann, 
1967, p.154). They argue that during the process of primary socialization there is 
no problem of identification, because there are no significant others apart from 
the parents. It is the parents (or caretakers) who set the rules of the game. “The 
child can play the game with enthusiasm or with sullen resistance. But, alas, 
there is no other game around. […] He internalizes it as the world, the only 
existent and only conceivable world, the world tout court[…]By comparison with 
it, all later realities are ‘artificial’“ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.154). 

Primary socialization is only possible due to the fact that parents and 
significant others have interests in the child’s development. Language is 
imperative in bringing about this process, like ‘good child’ or ‘good behaviour’ 
and ‘bad child’.  As the child grows older, these communications, together with 
appraisals from significant others (especially parents, but also siblings, playmates, 
teachers and relatives) become increasingly ingrained in the self. Individuals 
develop self-consciousness when they are able to see themselves as others see 
them (Berger and Luckmann 1967, p.152; Handel, 2006, p.15; Giddens, 2009, 
p.285; Mead, 1934). The ability to empathise the role of the ‘generalized other’ 
has lifelong importance, since the same ability is necessary in order to be able to 
behave appropriately as a member of a group (also referred to as ‘role playing’), 
whether this is the family work group, friendship group, or any other group or 
organization to which they will belong (Handel, 2006, p.15).  

According to Bandura (1977) it is important to understand that much 
‘appropriate’ behaviour is learned observationally and symbolically, since often it 
cannot be readily established by overt enactment, since children may face social 
prohibitions, lack of opportunity or physical ability. Therefore, most modelled 
behaviour is acquired and retained through the medium of either imaginable (in 
the form of visual imagery or mental associations with for example the person 
who was modelling the behaviour) or verbal coding, referred to as mental and 
verbal symbols (Bandura, 1977, p.33). After modelled activities have been 
transformed into images, becoming easily assessable and functioning mental and 
verbal symbols, these memory codes will serve as guides for performance, arising 
automatically and outside of the individual’s own awareness (Bandura, 1977). 
Labour market behaviour is pre-eminently behaviour that children learn, visualise 



Chapter 7 - Exploring the social biographical patterns of Dutch mothers’ attitudes 

167 

and rehearse with symbols. Possible mental and verbal symbols associated with 
attitudes towards paid work that parents have intentionally or unintentionally 
‘taught’ their children include, for example, money, joy, obligation, status, 
independence, social life, creativity, boredom, fatigue or paternity.   

Not many studies have addressed the influence of parental socialization on 
adults’ attitudes. Nonetheless, intrafamilial continuity is likely to become more 
apparent as the younger generation moves into full adult status, which includes 
major life transitions such as marriage, parenthood and employment (in Inman-
Amos, Hendrick and Hendrick 1994, p.460; also Ryan 2001). Once people 
become parents, they tend to act in the way in which their own parents divided 
responsibilities (Biddle et al., 1980, p.1072; Denuwelaere, 2003; De Valk, 2008; 
Van Putten, 2009). Yet, as already described, children do not automatically 
mimic parental behaviour; it is a much more subtle affair, and in particular 
attitudes are transmitted (Mason, 2000, p.240; Moen et al., 1997; Thornton, 
Alwin and Camburn, 1983). Parents’ implicit messages, attitudes and feelings 
concerning their own division of labour are also picked up by their offspring, 
such as feelings of unfairness about the actual division of labour or regrets about 
missed opportunities.  

Various empirical studies, mainly employed in Western societies, have 
demonstrated processes of primary gender socialization. Children of parents with 
‘modern’ values have a more egalitarian perspective on work and family roles 
than children of parents with more traditional values, who are expected to stick to 
the ‘breadwinner model’ (Barret and White, 2002; De Valk, 2008; Trent and 
South, 1992; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). Higher rates of parental religious 
participation lead to more traditional attitudes regarding gender specialisation in 
the family (Cunningham, 2001; De Valk, 2008; Thompson, 1991). Other studies 
have shown that women work more hours if their parents attach positive value to 
paid work (Hooghiemstra, 2000).  Several studies have also shown that the 
transmission of values and attitudes occurs primarily via the parent of the same 
gender (Bandura, 1977; Moen et al., 1997; Tuck et al., 1994; Weinshenker, 
2006). For example, having a working mother has a stimulating effect on the 
employment behaviour of the daughter (Marks and Houston, 2002b; Sanders, 
1997; Van Putten, 2009). Moen et al. (1997) concluded that socialization 
processes for women operate mainly through verbal persuasion from their 
mothers, rather than through role modelling (p.291). 

This study builds on such scientific work, and examines whether the diversity 
of Dutch mothers’ gender and work attitudes can be explained by differences in 
parental implicit and explicit behaviour (gender roles), norms, values and 
attitudes. The first research question of this chapter is: 

Can the origins of a mother’s personal gender and work attitudes be found in 
the conduct and attitudes of her parents?  
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7.5 Secondary socialization 

As a person lives on, they must learn to function in any new group or organisation 
(sub-world) that they enter. She or he learns not only new practices, but also new 
values and norms, new vocabulary, and new ways of interacting with others. 
Secondary socialization agents serve as instructors, inhibitors, dis-inhibitors, 
facilitators, stimulus enhancers and emotional arousers (Bandura, 1977, p.50). 
The formal processes of secondary socialization persist with an essential problem: 
they are always determined by an earlier process of primary socialization. As 
such, they must deal with a pre-formed self and an already internalized world 
(Handel, 2006; Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.290). Additionally, while primary 
socialization cannot take place without an emotionally charged identification of 
the child with her significant others, most secondary socialization can occur with 
a minimum of identification that is necessary for any communication between 
human beings. The individual keeps a subjective distance from the sub-worlds, 
only adopting them deliberately and purposefully (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, 
p.163). This artificial aspect of secondary socialization makes the internalization 
of discrepant worlds in secondary socialization an entirely different arrangement - 
they can be useful pragmatically, and can have much less subjective inevitability 
compared to the contents of primary socialization.   

Compared to the internalized base-world, there will be differences and 
disagreements about values, norms, vocabulary and ways of interacting within 
and among the different sub-worlds. At many levels, contradictions between and 
within the disparate settings exist (Bandura, 1977, p.44; Handel, 2006, p.17). The 
different perspectives of significant others are fraught with possibilities of 
internal conflict and guilt (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.190). People cannot 
simply accept each set of roles for themselves (Eagle, 1988). The individual is 
therefore often confronted with a dilemma of consistency, which she can typically 
solve either by modifying her reality or by clinging to reality-maintaining 
relationships (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.170).  Berger and Luckmanns’ 
principle assumption is that the individual likes their identity being confirmed, 
and significant others are vital for this ongoing substantiation of their identity 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.170). Within the social process of reality-
maintenance, people tend to avoid less important others who have deviant 
practices, norms and values compared to their own (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, 
p.169). Other scholars have argued that throughout their lives people establish an 
acceptable position for themselves out of all these contradictions (Eagle, 1988; 
Handel, 2006). 

Also Berger and Luckmann (1967) acknowledged that partial transformations 
of identity are common, especially in relation to individuals’ social mobility and 
occupational training (p.181). However, it has also been emphasised that even 
within partial transformations there is a continuing association with symbols, 
persons and groups who were previously significant. Due to the fact that prior 
associations continue to linger in people’s minds (often also physically in their 
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lives), they are likely to protest at overly fanciful re-interpretations of people’s 
new identities. Even within partial transformational processes, individuals must 
convince themselves that the personal changes that have taken place are plausible 
(Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.181). Bandura (1977) also recognised that people 
are initially reluctant to embark upon new undertakings. People willingly take up 
what they (and their significant others) regard as praiseworthy, but resist new 
ways of behaviour that violate their social and moral convictions (Bandura, 1977, 
p.53).  

The last research question of this study concerns whether mothers tend to 
sustain their (acquired) attitudes through secondary social relations, by creating 
and recreating the familiar, or whether they are able to reset their attitudes if 
confronted with new models of behaviour or supportive others. In this study, I 
specifically explore the previously perceived support of secondary others towards 
mothers’ professional choices and career ambitions. The theoretical choice to 
focus on the perceived support is also induced by the socialization theory of 
Berger and Luckmann (1967), the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991; 
Ajzen and Fishbein 1973, 2005) and social learning theory of Bandura (1977). 
These theories agree in their view that the perceived approval of significant others 
towards specific behaviour will have a positive impact on people’s own values 
and attitudes related to the specific behaviour. This theoretical notion also 
corresponds with the contingent consistency theory, which suggests that the effect 
of attitudes on behaviour grows stronger when a person perceives there to be 
social support for her intended behaviour (Grube and Morgan, 1990). The 
theoretical expectation is that mothers who have received professional and career 
support from significant others have developed more egalitarian gender views, 
and are more motivated to seek paid employment. 

A concise overview of relevant literature concerning the influence of 
important ‘others’ is given below, respectively addressing the possible influences 
of teachers, partners, friends and people at work. Nevertheless, empirical studies 
on the influence of these significant others on mother’s gender and work 
attitudes, and subsequent behaviour, appeared scarce. Studies that do address 
these social influences mostly reveal a lack of encouragement of women’s career 
ambitions as a result of stereotypical gender expectations.   

The educational period is seen as an important phase for socializing young 
people in particular skills and values in society (Nagel and Ganzeboom, 2002). 
Research has demonstrated that teachers who communicate high expectations can 
bring positive changes in the behaviour and interests of their pupils and students, 
both in the classroom and the wider context of the school (Grusec and Hastings, 
2007, p.391; Wentzel, Battle, Russell and Looney, 2010). Nevertheless, teachers 
can also reinforce stereotypical gender roles with their different expectations for 
the boys and girls in their classes (Allana et al., 2010; Sáïnz et al., 2012).  

Next, the influence of a husband or partner on the wife’s gender attitudes 
appears important, although its influence must be perceived as two-directional, 
based on homogamy in mate selections (Inman-Amos et al., 1994). Regarding 
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employment decisions of mothers, Vlasblom and Schippers (2005) showed that 
these are made within the family, and that the views of both partners concerning 
the division of care play an important role (also Geist, 2005). Dutch empirical 
research has demonstrated that wives’ employment decisions generally are a 
subject that partners hardly talk about Portegijs et al. (2008, p.105), and when 
they do, mothers are more often encouraged by their partners to work less, rather 
than to work more (also Keuzenkamp et al., 2009, p.76).  

Socialization among peers is conceptualised by Ryan (2001) as a process that 
occurs through frequent interactions, shared experiences and exchanged 
information among a relatively intimate group of friends who interact with each 
other on a regular basis (p.1138). Much relevant research has been done on 
adolescents peer groups (e.g. Biddle, Bank and Marlin, 1980; Grusec and 
Hastings, 2007), and it is widely recognised that adolescent peer relationships or 
peer group pressures have consequences for emotional adjustment, school 
achievement, and risk-taking behaviours (Biddle et al., 1980; Carter et al., 2003; 
Windle, 1994). Concerning employment behaviour among adults, several studies 
have shown that labour market behaviour can be modified by the behavioural 
example of other people in the environment, and that other people can act as role 
models (Kapteyn and Woittiez, 1986; Sealy and Singh, 2009). Nevertheless, 
people do not haphazardly fall into one crowd or another; similarities are 
prevalent a priori to relationships (Brown et al., 1993).   

Finally, supervisors and colleagues can encourage or discourage a woman’s 
work attitude and ambitions (Estes, 2005; Karatepe and Kilic, 2007; Moen and 
Yu, 2000). Women’s ambitions, especially those of mothers, seem however, to be 
often neglected or underestimated by their supervisors (King, 2008, p.1703). For 
example, women receive smaller investments in training than men do (Ostroff 
and Atwater, 2003). 

Based on the concise overview of empirical literature above, the second 
research question is: 

What is the influence of significant others, like teachers, partners, friends, 
supervisors and colleagues at work, on mothers’ personal gender and work 
attitudes?  

7.6 Research method 

In order to answer the research questions, semi-structured face-to-face interviews 
have been conducted with 39 mothers, all of whom having at least one child 
younger than twelve years old living at home, and all living in the vicinity of 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands. The age at which most parents deem their children 
old enough to be left on their own is eleven (Duncan, 2005).  

The interviews took place between April 2010 and November 2010. The 
interviews took on average one and a half hours to complete, and full transcripts 



Chapter 7 - Exploring the social biographical patterns of Dutch mothers’ attitudes 

171 

of the interviews were made. In order to select the interviewees, four categories 
of mothers were differentiated according to their employment patterns: mothers 
who work 0 hours (referred to as stay-at-home mothers or full-time homemakers), 
12 to 24 hours a week (mothers with a small part-time job), 25 to 35 hours 
(mothers with a large part-time job) and 36 hours or more (full-time working 
mothers).  

As is well known, higher educational levels lead to higher levels of labour 
participation, especially among mothers (Merens et al., 2011). Sufficient 
education is then understood as a precondition for labour market participation. 
For example, higher educated women work more, because their higher wage 
allows them to pay for child-care facilities. They may also have been exposed 
more to critical ideas and formed career-oriented networks (Cunningham et al., 
2005; Doorewaard et al., 2004, p.11). In 2009, 37 per cent of Dutch higher-
educated mothers worked more than 35 hours per week, compared to only 18 per 
cent of lower-educated mothers. 52 per cent of lower-educated mothers did not 
participate in the labour market at all, as compared to 12 per cent of higher-
educated mothers (Central Bureau of Statistics, Statline, 2011). In each of the 
four employment categories, there were approximately equal numbers of lower- 
(intermediate vocational level and lower) and higher- educated mothers (higher 
vocational level and university).  

For theoretical reasons, the sample of interviewed mothers was drawn largely 
within one urban area, Amsterdam. In this way, differences in employment 
behaviour and attitudes among respondents do not differ with respect to the 
influence of structural and cultural factors that may diverge between urban and 
rural areas, such as the availability of childcare provisions, jobs and religiousness, 
which could also affect potential differences in gender and work attitudes.  

In order to achieve good correspondence between research questions and 
sampling, a strategy of purposeful sampling had to be followed (Bryman, 2008, 
p.458-459). To be able to fill all eight categories (four along employment patterns 
and two along educational levels) of mothers within one area equally, the 
respondents were found using the snowball method. The collection of material 
ended when theoretical saturation was reached, and new interviewees did not 
bring more diversity. Quite clearly this research method cannot produce a 
statistically representative sample, since it relies upon the social contacts between 
individuals to trace additional contacts. The research method, however, does 
permit revealing the reciprocal character between primary and secondary 
socialization, and is able to highlight what mothers consider as being relevant 
when describing their childhood and further social relational contexts.  

Firstly, a small group of mothers in the social environment of the researcher, 
the so-called weak ties (Granovetter, 1973), was approached, especially at a 
primary school in Amsterdam (Old West Quarter). Subsequently, the other 
respondents were approached on the advice of the first group of respondents.  
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Research group 

The interviewed mothers were born between 1962 and 1980. Their average age 
was 39.3 years. Seven interviewees (18 per cent) had a non-Dutch background (at 
least one parent born outside the Netherlands). Of the total female population of 
Amsterdam, 50 per cent has a non-Dutch background, so non-native women are 
underrepresented in the research group (Vrouwenemancipatie in Amsterdam 
2011). This also holds for single mothers, in that only four of the interviewed 
mothers had been divorced. Religious mothers were also underrepresented. 
However, as mentioned, ethnicity, religiousness and the presence of a spouse 
were not discriminating factors in selecting the research group, and the aim and 
character of the research is not statistical representativeness.  

Within the research group, 23 mothers were highly educated (higher 
vocational education and university), and 16 lower educated (intermediate 
vocational education and lower). Ten mothers were full-time homemakers, eight 
mothers had a small part-time job (12 to 24 hours), eleven mothers had a large 
part-time job (25 to 35 hours) and ten mothers worked full-time.  

Interview questions 

The interviews can be characterised as oral life history interviews (Bryman, 
2008). The interviewees were invited to look back at specific moments in their 
lives, especially during childhood, while also concentrating on the behavioural 
steps of later social life, from finishing high school, choosing a continuation 
course, entering their first job and giving birth to their first child. While focusing 
on these specific life moments, mothers were especially encouraged to consider 
the presence of supportive ‘others’ who had possibly encouraged them in 
developing their professional lives.  

The interviews were built on several central themes: gender attitudes, work 
attitudes, parental socialization, and the influence of significant others. Several 
open questions were asked in order to discover how and with which words 
women refer to these themes themselves. Iterative cycles formed the base of the 
research. 

Personal gender attitudes refer to a mother’s desired division of labour with 
her own spouse. This personal ideal was more closely examined by mother’s 
satisfaction with her current division of labour. A traditional personal gender 
attitude means a desire to have the main responsibility at home, while her partner 
is in paid work. An egalitarian personal gender attitude implies a wish to share 
paid and unpaid work equally. Adaptive attitudes are here defined as the personal 
desires to combine paid work and family tasks, with consent to the idea that 
mothers have more responsibilities at home and fathers may work full-time. (Do 
you have ideas about the ideal division of labour with your spouse? Are you 
satisfied with your own current division of labour? What would you like to 
change?). Also some questions were asked about her general ideas about the ideal 
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division of labour between men and women.  Questions towards a mother’s 
general gender attitude were: How do you perceive differences between men and 
women? Do you have an opinion about full-time working mothers or mothers 
who are not employed? 

Personal work attitudes are defined as mother’s personal motivations to 
pursue paid work. (What are the most important reasons for you to work? Did 
you have ideas about your future profession at a young age?). A strong personal 
work attitude means that someone was already as a young adult strongly oriented 
to pursue paid work and is intrinsically motivated to work. 

Following this, the mothers were asked several questions about their family 
backgrounds, looking back to when they were 12 years old. In particular, this 
included questions addressing the gender division of labour of their parents (Did 
your parents work? Did your father help with household chores and childcare? 
Were your parents happy about their division of tasks?), parental attitudes (What 
were the important norms, values, and (implicit and explicit) messages that were 
transmitted by your parents?). In addition, several questions were asked on 
upbringing matters, like whether the parents were strict or encouraged their 
daughters to fulfil their full potential at school or at work.  

Finally, several questions were asked about how mothers perceived their 
attitudes and behaviours to have been influenced by teachers, partners, close 
friends, people at work, specific role models or others, in fulfilling their full 
professional potential.  

Interview analysis  

The research was specifically sensitive to perceiving the lives of the respondents 
in terms of continuity and process, especially referring to the theoretically 
assumed continuity throughout the course of life between primary and secondary 
socialization processes (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Bandura, 1977). Therefore, 
the interview transcripts of each respondent were not cut into different codes, but 
kept as close as possible to each story told by the respondents.  

The main part of the analysis consisted of searching for sensitizing concepts 
that could be used as pegs to describe the central narratives of, and the similarities 
within, the different groups. The sensitizing concepts were: ideals and acceptance 
towards the marital division of labour, importance of economic independence, 
parental roles, positions, messages and attitudes, presence or absence of 
stimulating parents and significant others towards mother’s professional life. 
Following this, the transcripts were reread while focusing on these sensitizing 
concepts, and memos were written throughout the process. 

Below, the findings are described along the two research questions, while 
attention is given to the sensitizing concepts. The narratives of mothers’ attitudes 
could be patterned along two groups: traditional-adaptive attitudes versus 
egalitarian attitudes. The differences between these groups are specifically 
addressed. When this study refers to a “majority of women”, “most”, or “women 
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in general”, as a rule of thumb this means that the observation applies to at least 
three quarters of the interviewed women within one group. There were also 
exceptions in each group, which are described where relevant. 

7.7 Findings 

Can the origins of a mother’s personal gender and work attitudes be found in 
the conduct and attitudes of her parents?  

The findings indicate that the origins of Dutch mothers’ current gender and work 
attitudes can be found in the way they have been brought up. In particular, the 
associated mental symbols – intentionally and unintentionally – transmitted by 
the mothers’ mother, seem to have a differentiating effect on mother’s current 
attitudes. In this study, mothers with traditional or adaptive attitudes often have 
no job, or else work small part-time jobs. They tend to perceive it as their natural 
role to execute most of the unpaid family tasks, and do not put much value on 
their economic independence. They also appear mostly satisfied about the 
division of the work at home with their partners, which is often around 80 per 
cent of the tasks for the mothers and 20 per cent for the fathers.  Mothers with 
more egalitarian gender attitudes, who often have large part-time or full-time 
jobs, cannot imagine not working themselves; moreover they consider it as 
unwise, citing the necessity of economic independence. They also expect a more 
equal share from their husbands in the unpaid tasks at home, which full-time 
working mothers have greater success in achieving.  

Mothers with traditional or adaptive gender attitudes generally emphasise that 
they come from warm families, and often have many happy memories from 
youth. Consistently, the relationship with their parents often is still close. On the 
question of who is a shoulder to lean on when they must make a difficult 
decision, traditional or adaptive mothers most often recall their parents.  

The parental division of work used to be traditional, not because their mothers 
did not work, but especially in the sense that their mothers unquestioningly did 
most of the unpaid family work. The presence of a caring mother, who carried out 
her unpaid duties without complaint, is recollected as a natural and self-evident 
situation by their traditional or adaptive adult daughters. Sometimes, the 
interviewees have no clear memories of their mother during primary school. Yet, 
mostly they presume that their mothers liked their role of child carer and 
housewife, although they admit they never really asked their mother. Respondents 
recall that their fathers pursued full-time jobs, and often also at home were also 
the boss.  

“My mother did everything. I found that normal. I cannot remember her 
complaining about it, or that she found it too much work or too busy. I think 
she enjoyed it, I have never asked her, to be honest. My father was just an 
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authority.” (Astrid, 42 years old, 3 children, stay-at-home mother, adaptive 
gender attitude and higher polytechnic school). 

“I actually don’t know. I don’t have the impression that she missed anything.” 
(Tineke, 38 years old, 2 children, 24 hours, traditional/adaptive gender 
attitude, intermediate educational level). 

Almost half of the mothers of traditional or adaptive daughters worked jobs, 
mostly part-time, often to assist their husbands in their store or family company. 
Sometimes these mothers’ return to work meant an essential change of family 
life, which was not always liked by their daughters. Especially if their mothers 
became too occupied with their jobs, their daughters could come to feel 
neglected. As a consequence, two daughters tend to show the opposite behaviour 
of their mothers, now they are mothers themselves. This is illustrated by Nora (40 
years old, 4 children, temporarily stay-at-home mother, adaptive gender attitude, 
university degree):  “I thought it’s constantly about you and it’s constantly about 
your job. And for her, it was a huge part of her confidence; she got a lot of self-
esteem from her work. I found that really stupid.” 

The parental work ethic received by daughters with now traditional or 
adaptive gender attitudes was: follow a good education to be able to contribute to 
society. The narratives of stay-at-home mothers in particular reveal that after they 
finished high school, their parents were not particularly helpful in assisting their 
daughter’s choice of continuation course or profession. “They never asked me, 
‘what do you want to be, what is important for you?’“ (Leontien, 42 years old, 
four children, stay-at-home mother, traditional/adaptive, university degree). 

The family backgrounds of the interviewed mothers with egalitarian attitudes 
appear more diverse. Remarkably, the interviewees were often raised in non-
standard families. Roughly one third of the mothers with egalitarian attitudes 
were solely raised by their mothers, as a result of divorce or through alcoholism, 
disability or death of the father. Sophie describes her youth with her alcoholic 
father. “He read nothing, didn’t have one friend, no contact with the neighbours, 
or anything. When we came home,he just sat there, sloshed in his chair, and every 
day a lot of fuss, you know, shouting in the house.” (Sophie, 48 years, one child, 
32 hours, egalitarian, intermediate educational level). 

Yvette describes her childhood after her father had deceased when she was 8 
years old: “It was just natural that everyone did something. You saw that mom did 
everything and that was not right, so we helped. We got the groceries; my mother 
was not a very domestic mother. So we actually grew up like this: we had to take 
care of ourselves and of mom.” (Yvette, 42 years old, 2 children, 30 hours, 
adaptive/egalitarian, intermediate polytechnic).  

Other stories of egalitarian mothers reveal that their parents did not give them 
much attention when they were young. One daughter went to a boarding school in 
England, another daughter experienced traumatic family happenings at a young 
age, which preoccupied her parents, and there were parents who always fought.  
Additionally, the mothers describe upbringing matters that made them 
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independent women, sometimes reluctantly. For example, some mothers were 
only eleven or twelve years old when they were made responsible for taking care 
of their parents’ shop while they were away on vacation, or for baby-sitting much 
younger brothers and sisters. One respondent was ‘pushed’ onto the train to 
Amsterdam alone (while living in Groningen, 220 km away) so that she could go 
and purchase her desired rucksack.  

Also discerned from the narratives is the role of respondents’ own mothers, 
who generally were not described as self-evident and consenting mother-figures, 
as is the picture that emerged in the chronicles of traditional/adaptive mothers. 
Regularly, their respondents asserted that if their mothers had lived in the present, 
they certainly would have worked, or would have had a different job. The 
daughters often describe their mothers as being clever, assertive, full of initiative 
and reluctant to fulfil the mother role. Two egalitarian mothers saw their mothers 
as anti-examples as well, in the sense that their mothers behaved as victims of 
their era and complained about not having had the chance to do the profession 
they would have liked. It seems that such mothers’ reluctant attitudes towards the 
traditional mother role, and subsequent feelings of regret, have stimulated their 
daughters to fulfil their own work potential.  

What also stands out is that among mothers with the most egalitarian attitudes 
(often full-time working mothers), there are some examples of fathers who were 
not the traditional (dominant) father figures, but who helped with household 
chores and raising the children. “My mother was the boss, still is actually. I have 
a very sweet, quiet father. He’s not dominant or so [...] My father brought us to 
school and made food for us. And my dad did the dishes, vacuum cleaned, etc.” 
(Ebru, 40 years, 2 children, 40 hours, egalitarian, university degree). 

“My father always did the dishes all by himself. And still, when I have dinner 
at my parents place, my father says, ‘Sit down and chat. I want to hear your 
conversations, and I’ll do the dishes.’ He cleans the whole kitchen on his own. 
Then he will ask “Who cares for tea or coffee?” (Alisha, 43 years old, one 
child, 36 hours, egalitarian, secondary school. Alisha grew up with 7 brothers 
and 1 sister). 

Another pattern among mothers with egalitarian attitudes is that they have 
explicitly or implicitly received the message (verbal symbol): “Make sure you 
can stand on your own two feet”, or “You must not rely on a man”. As mentioned 
before, it was not always necessary to spell out the message, but obvious because 
their mothers were sole providers.  

“Particularly my mother used to encourage me a lot, and I feel it is nice to 
have a lot of encouragement. Yet, maybe my mother encouraged me a little bit 
too much.” (Michelle, 47 years old, 2 children, 40 hours, egalitarian, 
university degree). 

“Straight after finishing high school, I went to university, and that was really 
because my mother was pushing me, like ‘you should not spill a year, then you 
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will never start studying”. Later, I have regretted the fact that I went along 
with her, because it was not my own feeling.’” (Olga, 30 years old, 2 children, 
28 hours, egalitarian, university degree). 

What is the influence of significant others, such as teachers, partners, friends, 
supervisors and colleagues at work, on mothers’ personal gender and work 
attitudes? 

Firstly, a notable similarity among all mothers is that in general they cannot 
remember any teachers who stimulated or supported them to choose a certain 
professional direction. Moreover, mothers who do remember, especially full-time 
home-makers, appear rather negative about their guidance at (high) school. One 
full-time mother, for example, tells how she unexpectedly had a very low score in 
her entrance exam for secondary school, because her father had just fallen very 
ill. But her low score was not questioned by her teachers. The narratives of these 
mothers also reveal that they actually missed a helping hand from teachers, 
because they had found it difficult to choose a continuation course or profession. 
They would have liked assistance in their educational choices, or to be influenced 
or inspired to pursue a certain direction by people close to them, but they were 
never encouraged to consider their professional lives.  

“They never asked me what do you want be in later life... it was just, you have 
to do school.” (Mireille, 35 years old, 3 children, stay-at-home mother, 
egalitarian, secondary school).  

There are only two positive examples of egalitarian mothers among the 
respondents who were encouraged to consider their working life at high school, 
revealing the potential positive influence of teachers on the work aspirations of 
mothers.   

“It was also because of our school[...] It was an experimental school with all 
very passionate teachers who felt that the child should stand central, that you 
talked to each other about things[…] that was very important in my decision 
to study psychology” (Diana, 42 years old, 2 children, works 30 hours, 
egalitarian, university degree). 

The influence of a mother’s partner must be viewed as two-directional. People 
seek marital partners with similar (gender) attitudes, and it is possible that the 
partners’ attitudes will have become similar over the years, as their relationship 
matures. Consequently, the findings indicate that generally there is agreement 
among the partners about their marital division of labour. Nonetheless, the 
findings also reveal that among mothers with rather traditional/adaptive gender 
attitudes, the number of hours they work and kin care responsibilities is not a key 
subject of marital discussion, but rather something often taken-for granted. For 
example, a mother’s decision about how much she works, and subsequently how 
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the children are taken care of, appears to be mainly her own decision, with 
partners tending to ‘leave it’ up to their wives.  This is illustrated by Leontien, a 
42-year-old stay-at-home mother with four children, of traditional/adaptive 
gender attitudes and university educated: 

 
And what did your husband think about the fact that you wanted to give up 
your job? 
I think for him it was easy.  
He was quite happy with it? 
I think he thought it was comfortable, yet, he always left it to me. 
Did you talk about it together? 
Yes, I think so. 
Did it feel like a mutual decision or like your decision? 
It was my decision, but shared or agreed by him. He said: If that is what you 
want, it’s fine. If I had said: I want to bring our son three days to the crèche, 
then he would also have said: that’s fine. 
 
However, the stories of stay-at-home mothers disclose that their decisions to 

give up work was not always such a pre-planned or positive choice for 
motherhood, but often the result of a sequence of unfavourable happenings. In 
this light, partners’ tolerant or phlegmatic attitudes allow a mother to slip into a 
non-working situation that does not necessarily make her life easier or happier. In 
addition, there are examples of husbands or partners who did not comply with 
earlier plans that they would work less. However, this has not led to an apparent 
conflict between the partners, but rather mothers dealt with and adapted to the 
situation.  

Egalitarian mothers, especially those in full-time work, seem to have ‘found’ 
partners who are more encouraging towards their wife’s work ambitions. 
Moreover, often they are proud of their wife’s career and would not appreciate if 
she wasn’t working. These partners take up a share of the unpaid, domestic work 
more automatically and without much resistance, which is illustrated by the 
following quote. 

“I talk a lot with my husband about work and about my aspirations. And he 
encourages me, for example with my idea to go back to university [...] He is 
also someone who always says, ‘hey, if you need to work longer, then I’ll take 
the kids home today.’“ (Annemiek, 37 years old, 2 children, 34 hours, 
egalitarian, university degree). 

There is also Michelle, who always worked full-time because her ex-husband 
had left her with a large debt:  

“I always felt responsible to ensure there was enough money.” (Michelle, 47 
years old, 2 children, 40 hours, egalitarian, university degree).  
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Nonetheless, the story of Michelle’s youth already revealed that her parents’ 
somewhat “ruthless” upbringing style almost inevitably encouraged her to 
become a very independent woman.   

In the stories of the interviewees, it emerges that the influence of close friends 
on the gender attitudes of mothers seems less than expected. Mothers even 
hesitate to describe the gender attitudes of their best friends. Sometimes, this was 
because they were reluctant to speak for other people, but other times this was 
because they simply did not know. This is revealed through the following quote 
from Sheila:  

“I suspect that sometimes they think ‘gee, why does she work so much?’  I 
think that, yes.” (Sheila, 37 years old, 2 children, 36 hours, egalitarian, 
intermediate education).  

A reason for this lack of knowledge is that most women identify their best 
friends as the ones they have known since high school or later educational years.  
Since their youth, mothers and their close friends have experienced a great deal 
together, such as graduations, weddings, funerals, and the birth of their children. 
At present, these old and dearest friends often do not pursue the same lifestyles as 
the mothers themselves, for example because these friends are without partners or 
children. In addition, most mothers confess that they do not see their best friends 
much, due to the time commitments of work and children, and sometimes because 
their friends live in other areas of the country or abroad. And when they do meet 
up, it is mainly to catch up, so the marital division of labour or concrete work 
schedules are then not main topics of their conversations. 

Often mothers have also made new friends, for example those they have met 
at their child’s school, or else at work. Although mothers are careful when 
describing these new friends as ‘close’, these new friends tend to have more 
similarities with their own current lifestyles, and ‘everyday’ contact makes it 
easier to discuss more everyday subjects, such as household quarrels and 
grievances. As a consequence, it seems that mothers have a more mutual 
influential relationship with these new friends. 

The social pressure of other people in their social environment, other mothers 
in particular, is also discussed by the respondents. It appears that if mothers 
behave in line with the current Dutch norm, which implies a working week of 
about three days (Portegijs et al., 2008b), then mothers’ narratives reveal how 
much their life style is socially accepted.  

“My sister in law says that I have it perfect, because I still develop myself, I 
am not completely out of the labour market, and at home I can also be very 
much present too.” (Nel, 32 years old, 1 child, 16 hours, traditional/adaptive, 
university degree). 

However, in the case of mothers who do not suit the current Dutch norm – 
either due to being a stay-at-home mother or working full-time – the social 
atmosphere is less accepting. This affects in particular mothers who do not work.  
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“The general hip and trendy working women, you know, I feel they have their 
opinion ready. I often want to shout: ‘You don’t know what it’s like, woman, 
to have twins!’“ (Janne, 38 years old, 3 children, stay-at-home mother, 
traditional/adaptive, higher polytechnic). 

“Sometimes it is very difficult because you feel the pressure from outside. 
People ask me:  ‘So what do you do all day?’ They think I drink coffee the 
whole day.” (Mireille, 35 years old, 3 children, stay-at-home mother, 
adaptive, secondary school).  

Mothers with egalitarian gender attitudes seem to be less affected by the 
weaker social circle: 

“You know when you work, you are not concerned with the mothers in the 
schoolyard. What people think of me there has never interested me at all, 
really. I don’t care. No, I even refuse to be sensitive to that.” (Claire, 47 years 
old, 2 children, 36 hours, egalitarian, university degree).  

Nonetheless, also among egalitarian mothers one can perceive a pattern that 
they rather live in social environments that match their own norms and attitudes. 
If norms and values of the neighbourhood differ too much from their own, 
mothers (and their families) seem impelled to move away, because they did not 
feel at ease, of which Cathy (44 years old, 2 children, 32 hours, egalitarian, 
university degree) gives an example: 

“Yes, when we had our son, we decided to live outside Amsterdam. But there, 
I felt the worst mother ever. He was the only one from school who went to 
after-school care. He was picked up in a little van and went to another 
village. All the kids went home for lunch… lunch! Drama - I felt terrible.” 
(Cathy and her partner subsequently decided to move back to Amsterdam).  

Hence, mothers do seem sensitive to real and supposed expectations, and to 
the approval of other people. It is difficult however to perceive whether and to 
what extent these social influences and subsequent feelings affect mothers’ 
attitudes. Nonetheless, the narratives reveal that people do not haphazardly end 
up in matching social environments.   

The influence of supervisors does seem to have a discerning relationship with 
the gender attitudes of mothers. In particular, higher-educated mothers with 
egalitarian attitudes tend to recall positive experiences with supervisors who had 
a re-enforcing and stimulating influence on their career aspirations, above all 
because they got the chance to show the best of themselves.  

“I am always stimulated by my supervisors. Once they even offered me a job 
when I was pregnant.” (Ilse, 43 years old, 3 children, 40 hours, egalitarian, 
university degree).  

“My former publisher, he is no longer at our company, but we still have 
contact. He always gives me a lot of energy when I talk to him about my 
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work.” (Juul, 40 years old, 2 children, 32 hours, egalitarian, university 
degree). 

Thus, although mothers’ egalitarian attitudes often have origins in their youth, 
at least at one point in their career they also have been stimulated by their bosses 
and colleagues, which re-enforced their support to equal gender roles and 
attachment to the labour market. 

Traditional/adaptive women have fewer examples or stories of supervisors or 
colleagues who have been particularly stimulating towards their performances. 
This is expected to be as a consequence of the fact that they have spent fewer 
hours in paid labour. However, previous research has demonstrated that mothers’ 
job ambitions generally are often neglected (Heilman and Okimoto, 2008; King, 
2006). 

7.8 Conclusions  

Various empirical Dutch studies have shown that the diversity of female 
employment in the Netherlands is related to women’s diverse gender and work 
attitudes (Beets et al., 1997; Cloïn, 2010; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Kraaykamp, 2012; 
Portegijs et al., 2008). This qualitative and explorative study sheds light on the 
question of whether an explanation for this diversity lies in different (prior) micro 
socialization processes. Do different micro socialization processes reveal the 
origins of Dutch mothers’ diverse personal gender and work attitudes?   

The findings show how differences in primary socialization are relevant to an 
understanding of Dutch mothers’ current diverse gender and work attitudes. 
Various mechanisms and patterns that emerged seem to have had discerning 
effects. Firstly, it appeared that intergenerational influence mainly occurs via the 
transmission of mental symbols, both intentionally and unintentionally, and 
especially diffused by the respondent’s own mother, as demonstrated by earlier 
research (Moen et al., 1997; Thornton et al., 1983). Examples of these maternal 
mental codes are the respondents’ mothers’ own attitudes towards the traditional 
mother role, like their being satisfied or unsatisfied, and their being consenting or 
reluctant. The interviewees with traditional/adaptive gender attitudes seemed 
almost unquestionably familiarized with the silent presence and consenting 
performance of unpaid tasks by their own mothers. Now being mothers 
themselves, they naturally and automatically identify with the traditional ‘mother 
role’.  The narratives of mothers with egalitarian attitudes stood out due to their 
strong memories of their own mother’s presence. She could be the dominant sole 
provider, or else could be unsatisfied with the mother-role. There were also few 
examples where the maternal codes were too penetrating and in cases even 
irritated their daughters. Subsequently such mothers functioned as anti-examples, 
unintentionally causing their daughters to go on and develop opposite attitudes. In 
addition, the maternal message that one should achieve economic independence 
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appeared to be a strong verbal code in relation to mothers’ current gender and 
work attitudes.  

The findings further illustrate that it is relevant to notice those things that were 
absent from the narratives of mothers’ childhoods. For example, there may have 
lacked a specific message relating to their daughter’s future profession. When 
mothers have not been stimulated (either verbally or mentally) to consider their 
professional life seriously, it seemed difficult to overcome this arrearage later in 
life. The unfavourable consequences of an absence of professional support 
seemed prevalent in mothers’ secondary socialization processes. A significant 
parental message towards work and financial autonomy appeared more present in 
the childhood stories of mothers with egalitarian attitudes, and more absent in the 
recollections of traditional/adaptive mothers. Additionally, some specific and 
unusual family situations called upon daughters to become responsible at a very 
young age. The interviewees who now support symmetrical gender roles often 
seemed in different ways more or less ‘forced’ to grow up as independent young 
women very quickly – a childhood characteristic resulting in the appearance that 
they are well-equipped for the labour market.  

With respect to processes of secondary socialization, it seems unlikely that the 
part of personal gender and work attitudes with origins in childhood may easily 
adjust to changing circumstances. On the contrary, mothers’ narratives revealed 
that some parental mental and verbal symbols still affect whether or not they put 
themselves into new social settings (Mason, 2000; Ridgeway and Correl, 2004; 
Risman, 2004). Such a process can otherwise be referred to as that of self-
selection (Bandura, 1977; Berger and Luckmann, 1967). This study confirms, for 
example, that in general, people seek and marry partners with a similar sex-role 
ideology as their own (Hoffnung and Willimans, 2013; Inman-Amos et al., 1994; 
Uunk, 1996). Egalitarian mothers often have found ‘fitting’ partners who are 
stimulating towards their career ambitions. This is contrary to the conjugal 
discussions within traditional/adaptive couples, where it is not evident that 
mothers work (also Moen and Dempster-McClain, 1987, p.587).  

Furthermore, the study revealed a mechanism of intensifying egalitarian 
attitudes by encouraging supervisors. This result is interesting because previous 
research demonstrated that mothers’ ambitions are mostly neglected by 
supervisors, contributing to the withdrawal of mothers from the labour market 
(Estes, 2005; Karatepe and Kilic, 2007; King 2008; Moen and Yu, 2000).  
Furthermore, a glimpse of the potential positive influence of teachers as helping 
hands in mothers’ professional choices showed how mother’s career intentions 
can be intensified by people’s encouragement, but also left undeveloped or 
weakened by a lack of social support.  

The impact of peer groups on mothers’ gender and work attitudes remained 
undetermined. The interviewed mothers generally did not belong to homogenous 
peer groups. Nonetheless, anonymous people ‘out there’ seemed, at least in the 
mind of some interviewees, able to pressurise mothers’ feelings. Stay-at-home 
mothers in particular appeared to be sensitive to the critical gaze and comments 



Chapter 7 - Exploring the social biographical patterns of Dutch mothers’ attitudes 

183 

of other people, since “they receive little validation from society for the work they 
are doing” (Zimmerman, 2000, p.349). Some stories of egalitarian mothers also 
disclosed that ‘traditional’ social environments were reasons for them to move to 
other neighbourhoods, where they were more surrounded by people with similar 
gender attitudes.  This mechanism illustrates that people do not easily adjust their 
attitudes, but rather find ways to reconcile them.  

Recollecting the central question of this chapter, the findings revealed that 
Dutch mothers’ diverse current gender and work attitudes did not arise from 
nowhere, but are grounded in childhood experience. Later situations and social 
interactions can modify the intensity of these attitudes, yet the aspects of attitudes 
that are originated in childhood seem resistant to change, and rather appear to be 
re-enforced.  



 

 



 

185 

Chapter 8  

Synthesis: overview and discussion  
 

Embedded choices, invisible constraints 

8.1 Introduction 

This research is about Dutch mothers and the origins of their labour market 
behaviour at the beginning of the twenty-first century.  The study is conducted 
against the backdrop of the present narrative of choice, which is a prominent 
element in contemporary public discourse on female employment (Beagan et al. 
2008, p.666). If formal equality is achieved, and childcare facilities and family-
friendly policies are widely provided, and if this is accompanied by processes of 
secularisation, individualization, and the greater acceptance of non-familial roles 
for women and more familial roles for men (Sullivan, 2004), then people would 
tend to believe that women have equal employment opportunities with men, and 
are free to do as they choose. This line of reasoning fits into post-modern theories 
of individualization, which claim that within Western societies, individuals are 
increasingly released from traditional forms and ascribed roles, and are freer than 
ever to choose their own identity (Bauman, 2005; Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 2003). In addition, if the prevailing opinion is that women’s decisions 
regarding care and work are their own choices, then they will also be held 
responsible for their achievements and failures accordingly (Everingham et al., 
2007). The narrative of choice seems especially applicable in the Netherlands. 
Dutch laws, policies and collective agreements at industry level enable women to 
balance families and careers, by taking advantage of parental work-family 
arrangements and childcare facilities (Hakim, 2003d; Plantenga, 2002; Tijdens, 
2006; Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010). Presumably, women can 
choose whether they want to stay at home with their children, to work at a small 
or large part-time job, or to continue working full-time.   

The principle argument of this study is that the perception that different 
employment choices are based on “free” choices tends to neglect the effect of 
normative beliefs about gender as part of culture at different societal levels 
(micro, meso and macro) on job-relevant aspirations of women (Duncan, 2005; 
Everingham et al., 2007; Ridgeway and Correl, 2004). People’s practices are 
intimately linked to their social biographies and the institutionalised features of 
social systems.  

The picture of the socio-economic historical background of the Netherlands, 
with respect to women’s employment patterns, reveals that Dutch mothers 
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nowadays are predominantly employed in part-time work. They also provide the 
majority of unpaid domestic care work, which in that past was something that 
their own mothers typically took charge of (Bucx, 2011; Haas, 2005; Kloek, 
2009). It is also notable that Dutch institutional care arrangements (such as 
parental leave systems, school opening hours and child-care facilities) combined 
with a moral standard to work part-time, hamper both the stay-at-home and full-
time work options for Dutch mothers (Kremer, 2007; Merens et al., 2012; 
Plantenga, 2002, 2008). The availability of relatively ‘sophisticated’ part-time 
work is mainly perceived as a privilege by Dutch mothers (Tijdens, 2006; Van 
Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010; Wiesmann et al., 2010), possibly because 
most Western mothers prefer part-time work in order to achieve a work-life 
balance (Jacob, 2008; Fagan, 2001; Reynolds 2003). However, the negative 
consequences of part-time work in terms of salary and career progression are the 
same in the Netherlands as in other affluent countries (Keuzenkamp et al., 2008, 
p.10). The ambiguity of the moral part-time standard for Dutch mothers seems to 
have led to a situation whereby on the surface society portrays there being ‘a free 
choice’ to work part-time, but there also exists an underlying moral expectation to 
work part-time and to only moderately outsource childcare. These implicit norms 
potentially constrain mothers’ career options and their ability to be full-time, stay-
at-home mothers.  

Of special interest is the question as to why Dutch social institutions have not 
led to a homogenous labour market pattern among women with children. 
Although clearly part-time work is the most popular option, a varied pattern is 
visible. The supposed binding morality on a macro level has not lead to similar 
attitudes and behaviours for all mothers. It is argued in this study that mothers 
respond differently in comparable situations, because they have a different 
appreciation and evaluation of similar situations. This study aims to explore the 
social origins of the different values and attitudes that lie underneath these diverse 
perceptions, and so affecting mothers’ decisions. 

The focus of this research is on the social relational backgrounds of mothers’ 
decision-making processes regarding work. The central assumption is that the 
outcome of the decision-making process is not primarily based on current 
conditions, but is more solidly grounded in mothers’ personal social biographies, 
extending as far back as their childhoods. 

The first underlying theoretical assumption is that work preference acts as a 
mediating factor between attitudes and behaviour, and is based on the social 
psychological theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein, 
2005). This theory assumes that most behaviour of interest from a social 
psychological perspective occurs because, in a given situation, a person holds or 
forms a specific intention towards this specific behaviour, which influences her 
subsequent behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1973; Ajzen, 1991). Secondly, 
intention is, in turn, affected by attitudes toward behaviour48, the subjective 

                                                           
48  A person's favourable or unfavourable evaluation or appraisal of the specific behaviour. 
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norm49 and perceived behavioural control50 (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.194). 
Sociological empirical researchers have demonstrated the value of including 
women’s gender and work attitudes in explaining their labour market behaviour 
(Beets et al., 1997; Hakim, 2000; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Marks and Houston 
2002a; Portegijs et al., 2008b; Risman et al., 1999) and yet generally these studies 
have not included the possible intermediating effect of intentions (defined in this 
study as work preferences) between attitudes and employment decisions. 51 In this 
study, it is argued that gender and work attitudes are closer (but not identical) to 
work preferences than to behaviour. The first aim of this study is therefore to 
disentangle the separate roles of attitudes and work preferences in the 
employment decision-making process.  

The second theoretical notion of this study is the assumption that the 
employment decision-making process is socially formed and embedded. Labour 
market activity is understood as an outcome of a process that consists of 
consecutive decision-making moments, like dependent paths: each successive 
step depends on previously taken decisions. Attending school, whether as a high 
achiever or not, taking erroneously or correctly chosen continuation courses, and 
then the ensuing steps taking into professional work, are all not facts that can 
easily adjusted or reversed.  Most people experience the consequences of each 
educational and occupational step taken throughout their life. Besides being based 
on personal characteristics and structural circumstances, like the availability of 
financial support, studies and jobs, these important steps forward are all partly 
based on peoples’ values and attitudes, and their subsequent work preferences. 
People have developed these values and attitudes through the exposure to and 
internalization of parental behaviour, norms, values and attitudes, especially 
during childhood (Bandura, 1977; Berger and Luckmann, 1967; Handel, 2006). 
Experiences and social interactions in later life can change the intensity of these 
values and attitudes, however the underlying assumption is that values and 
attitudes are not easily modified in opposite directions, because individuals 
generally like their identity to be confirmed, and significant others are salient for 
this ongoing substantiation of their identity (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.170).  

Nevertheless, it is not only important to understand that values and attitudes 
have been formed, developed and sustained within different social relational 
contexts. The motivation for this study is also to understand how social 
backgrounds and networks have influenced the career-relevant attitudes and 
preferences of mothers, and which values and attitudes, that have been 
transmitted and sustained, are important in understanding mother’s labour market 
behaviour. Put differently, more needs to be known about the nature of micro 

                                                           
49   A person's expectation of social approval or disapproval of the specific behaviour. 
50  A person's feeling of being able to enact the specific behaviour, which is related to the supposed 

ease or difficulty of performing the behaviour 
51  Work preferences are in this study measured as the number of hours a mother wants to work. 
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socialization processes that may have mediated or regulated Dutch mothers’ 
diverse work preferences. 
 
The central question of this research is: 

Can specific (micro) socialization processes explain the current differences 
among Dutch mothers’ gender and work values, attitudes and work 
preferences, and how, in turn, do work preferences affect mothers’ labour 
market behaviour?   

The answers to this question are elaborated in this chapter through the four 
hypotheses of the study. The aim of the synthesis, besides summarising the most 
important findings of the study, is also to confront the similarities and differences 
of the qualitative findings and the quantitative results, while addressing the merits 
and limits of both research methods. The four hypotheses tested in this study are: 

1. A mother’s labour market behaviour is based on her preferred number of 
work hours. 

2. A mother’s preferred number of work hours is influenced by her general 
gender values and personal gender and work attitudes. 

3. A mother’s general gender values and gender and personal work 
attitudes are influenced by parental socialization during childhood. 

4. A mother endorses more egalitarian values and attitudes if she has 
perceived the professional and career support of significant others. 

8.2 A mother’s labour market behaviour is based on her preferred 
number of work hours 

The first aim of this study was to disentangle the separate role of diverse work 
preferences (preferred number of work hours) in explaining mothers’ 
heterogeneous employment decisions. The labour market behaviour of mothers 
can be divided into the number of hours that mothers work and the participation 
decision of whether to work or to stay at home. The expected relationship 
between work preferences and labour market behaviour has similarities with the 
theory of planned behaviour of Ajzen (1991) and Azjen and Fishbein (1973, 
2005). This theory assumes intention to be an aim that guides action to perform a 
particular behaviour, and that intentions are based on a person’s attitudes, 
expected approval of significant others, and perceived ability to perform the 
behaviour. The stronger the intention to engage in particular behaviour, the more 
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likely a person is to show that behaviour.  Ajzen (1991) recognised that most 
behaviour also depends, at least to some degree, on other factors which are not 
related to motivation, such as the availability of necessary opportunities and 
resources, such as time, money, skills and the cooperation of others (Ajzen, 1991, 
p.182). This observation is especially pertinent when looking at behaviour 
through the lens of the number of hours worked per week by mothers. The 
acknowledgement that behaviour can be determined by external factors, such as 
people’s earning capacity and their professional and care networks, corresponds 
with micro-economic and sociological theories that emphasised the contexts and 
constraints wherein action takes place (e.g. Becker, 1965; Cunningham et al., 
2005; Reynolds, 2003; Tomlinson, 2006).  

Firstly, the quantitative findings show that the preferred number of work 
hours was the only factor that related significantly to a mother’s participation 
decision. None of the background characteristics of a mother had any direct effect 
on her employment decision; they were all mediated by her preferred number of 
hours. This outcome underlined the expectation within this study that a mother’s 
work preference is a good predictor of labour market behaviour, based on the 
assumption that this variable covers what mothers like, what they conceive as 
possible, and what they perceive that others expect them to do.  

For the number of hours worked, most background characteristics did play a 
role, like a mother’s age, her partner’s income, and her levels of educational and 
religiousness. Yet, the number of preferred work hours also had by far the 
strongest relationship with the number of hours a mother actually works. These 
findings are in line with research that empirically examined the theory of planned 
behaviour and also reported strong correlations between intention and behaviour 
(beta 0.5 -0,8) (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005; Irvine and Evans, 1995; Sheeran, 2002; 
Swanborn, 1996). 

Nonetheless, the qualitative research demonstrate how work preferences can 
be overruled by a mother’s personal constraints, for example by relatively low 
perceived behavioural control or sense of self-agency (Ajzen, 1991; Bandura, 
2001). The stay-at-home mothers who were interviewed generally preferred small 
part-time jobs, but they were not able to put their work preferences into practice. 
This was mainly influenced by previous tiresome work experiences, their having 
a large number of children or hard-working spouses, and their insecurity about 
whether they would be able to overcome these constraints.  In addition, their 
work histories could be characterised as ad hoc or haphazard, lacking significant 
recognisable motivation or consistency with their earlier educational and 
professional choices. The mismatch between the preferences and behaviour of 
stay-at-home mothers is interesting, and could not be revealed with the 
quantitative research analysis, since in the linear model, there was (high) 
correspondence with mothers work preferences and behaviour. Nonetheless, the 
findings confirm earlier research on this subject (Portegijs et al., 2008b; Risman 
et al., 1999; Thompson, 1989). “Women who face blocked mobility or other 
problems, are ‘pushed’ toward domesticity” (Risman, 1999, p.323).  
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Most previous research that addressed the mismatch between preferred and 
actual number of hours worked demonstrated that the preferred number of hours 
are often not realised due to, for example, a lack of (affordable) childcare, 
parental leave schemes, standardised work weeks, or insufficient supply of 
suitable jobs (Charles and Harris, 2007; Crompton and Harris, 1998; Drago et al., 
2009; Jacob, 2008; Reynolds, 2003; Stone, 2007). These mostly large-scale 
survey studies did not generally include how an individual’s perception of these 
institutional and personal constraints influence one’s work preferences and 
subsequent behaviour. Additionally, the qualitative findings of this study revealed 
that the preferred number of work hours is partly based on personal values and 
attitudes that existed a priori of people’s entrance into the labour market. This 
conclusion is further explored in describing the main findings and outcomes of 
testing the second hypothesis.  

8.3 A mother’s preferred number of work hours is influenced by 
her general gender values and personal gender and work 
attitudes 

The second aim of the study was to reveal the relationship between a mother’s 
general values and personal attitudes on the one hand, and her work preference on 
the other. For this purpose, the theory of Ajzen and Fishbein (1973, 1991, 2005) 
appeared again relevant, since they argued that intention (or preferences) is 
affected by attitude toward behaviour, the subjective norm and perceived 
behavioural control (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, p.194). Nonetheless, the 
hypothesis is primarily based on previous sociological studies, which have 
demonstrated that in understanding female employment behaviour we must 
include women’s relevant attitudes towards work and their ideal family roles for 
men and women (Beets et al., 1997; Hakim, 2000, 2003a-d; Hooghiemstra, 2000; 
Marks and Houston, 2002a; Portegijs, 2008b; Risman et al., 1999).  

Personal gender attitudes and general gender values 

In this study, general gender values refer to what people consider to be 
appropriate for other people regarding the division of tasks between spouses, 
while personal gender attitudes refer to a person’s ideal or preferred division of 
labour within their own family life (Hakim, 2000, 2003a and 2003b). Personal 
gender attitudes appear to be more strongly related to labour market behaviour 
than general gender values (Hakim, 2003a; Marks and Houston, 2002a; Risman et 
al., 1999). By including both types of attitude in the analysis of Dutch mothers’ 
labour market preferences, their relative impact can be compared. A personal 
work attitude is in this study termed as the personal motivation to pursue paid 
work. 

The qualitative and quantitative findings confirmed the expected relationship 
between work preferences and personal gender and work attitudes. In cases when 
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a mother’s ideal was to be a full-time homemaker, her preferred number of work 
hours appeared considerably smaller than if her ideal was an equal division of 
paid and unpaid work with her partner. A mother’s preferred number of hours 
was to a lesser extent related to her general gender values. These results 
confirmed earlier research. What is considered appropriate for others appears not 
always ideal for oneself. General gender values can be vague and inconsistent 
with peoples’ own personal plans, and people’s answers on questions about their 
general values can be prone to social desirability (Ajzen and Fishbein, 2005, 
p.176; Hakim, 2003c, p.63; Marks and Houston 2002b, p.322; Smithson and 
Stoke, 2005). 

The study also showed that work preferences do not easily adapt to actual 
circumstances, since neither the presence nor the income of a partner did exert an 
effect on a mothers work preferences, whereas a higher income of her partner did 
diminish her actual number of hours worked. It was further found that a mother’s 
age, the number of children she has, and the presence of a partner all directly 
relate to a mother’s work preference. Remarkably, a mother’s age had an opposite 
relation to work preferences, compared to the relationship between her age and 
her actual work hours. An older mother wishes to have more hours in paid work 
compared to younger mothers, presumably because if her children are now grown 
up, she gains more time to work. Yet, her actual hours in paid work are less 
compared to younger mothers. Besides the cohort effect, where younger 
generations of mothers seem more likely to stay in paid work after the birth of 
their first child than older generations (Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010), the 
result possibly reveals that a mother’s older age makes it more difficult for her to 
put her preference into practice, due to an actual or perceived (by employers) 
reduction of her productivity level.  

Whether or not a respondent’s mother was in paid work when the respondent 
was a 12-year-old child also directly affected her subsequent work preferences 
years later. Other studies have also demonstrated that the presence of a working 
mother during childhood positively affects the number of work hours of her adult 
daughter (Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010; Van Putten et al., 2008) and their 
participation decision (Sanders, 1997; Cloïn, 2010). The analysis of this study, 
however, showed that the effect of a mother in paid work is also mediated by her 
daughter’s work preferences. Moreover, the results suggest that the effect of the 
presence of a working mother in childhood seems larger than previous studies 
have shown, since there is also a relationship between a working mother and a 
daughter’s general and personal gender and work attitude. These results are not 
only interesting in themselves, but also reveal that at least part of a mother’s 
attitudes and preferences arose prior to her labour market behaviour.  

Furthermore, the qualitative findings revealed that those mothers who prefer a 
relatively small number of work hours often perceive it as their natural role to 
execute most of the unpaid family tasks, which is sensed as a self-evident 
situation. The traditional/adaptive interviewees appeared mostly satisfied with the 
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division of domestic work with their partners, which often meant approximately 
80 per cent of the tasks for the mothers and 20 per cent for the fathers.   

Unexpectedly, the qualitative study also disclosed that, despite similar work 
preferences, full-time homemakers appear slightly more egalitarian than mothers 
with small part-time jobs. The negative experience of running a household fully 
by themselves, combined with missing work and being exposed to the often 
disconcerting comments from those in their social environment on their ‘choice’ 
to be full-time homemakers, seemed to render full-time home-makers’ general 
gender values more egalitarian. Moreover, they appeared reluctant to judge other 
mothers’ employment choices, concluding that everybody should do what they 
want. This finding exemplifies the dynamic and reciprocal character of attitudes 
and behavioural experiences. Yet, stay-at-home mothers did not adapt their 
gender attitudes in a direction that could justify their current lifestyle, as would be 
argued by (cognitive) dissonant theorists (Festinger et al., 1956; Kroska and 
Elman, 2009). Quite the opposite is observed: full-time homemakers seem to 
have become almost more egalitarian, rubbing against the grain so to speak, and 
possibly expressing signs of aversion to the judgement of other mothers’ choices, 
as a reaction to the commentaries they received on their own lifestyle.  

The qualitative findings of this study also showed that despite disparities 
among mothers’ attitudes, there were also many similarities between mothers’ 
histories. Almost all interviewees appeared remarkably satisfied with the division 
of labour with their husbands and were reluctant to express dissatisfaction. 
Possibly this is due to them not wishing to criticise the men in their lives, which 
might feel like a ‘betrayal’ and running contrary to the Western ideology of 
romantic love (Beagan et al., 2008, p.656; Kane and Sanchez, 1994, p.1081). It 
may also be a consequence of the contemporary notion of free choice wherein 
people are made responsible for their own choices and are assumed to be able to 
write down their own biographies (Everingham et al., 2007). The narrative of 
personal responsibility can lead to internal dialogues like: ‘I am not satisfied, but 
I am the one to blame’ and ‘I’d better remain silent’. Such mechanisms, which are 
sensed as personal, may involve latent conflicts among the spouses, meaning 
there is absence of manifest conflict, although the situation is perceived as 
undesirable by at least one of them. Nonetheless, more frequently the narratives 
of the interviewees revealed ‘invisible power’, whereby the conjugal relationship 
is characterised by accepted norms and common-sense ideas about men and 
women, which are seen as ‘natural’ and therefore unquestioned, despite inequality 
being present (Komter, 1990a). 52 

                                                           
52  Komter (1990a) distinguished three forms of power: manifest, latent and invisible power.  Within 

manifest power, there are open attempts to change the existing inequalities within power relations, 
which often result in conflict. Within latent power, there is absence of conflict although the 
unequal situation is perceived as undesirable. Invisible power is characterised by accepted norms 
and common-sense ideas, which are seen as natural (self-evident) facts and therefore 
unquestioned, although unequal power relations are present. 
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In addition, there is some evidence that the ‘acceptance’ of inequalities is 
sustained by collective or joint memories from their own fathers, functioning as 
‘mental codes’. The findings of the qualitative study revealed that in the back of 
their minds, mothers have vivid pictures of their fathers sitting on the couch with 
a newspaper, compared to which the contributions of their own husband seem a 
big improvement. Smart (2007) previously demonstrated the salient effect of 
collective memories that influence individuals’ behaviour and bind people who 
belong to the same generation. 

In brief, among the interviewed mothers there seems to be a general absence 
of gender consciousness, and it appears that societal expectations, which shape 
gender norms, have indeed ‘gone underground’ (Beagon et al., 2007). A 
consensus of accepting the ‘natural’ differences between men and women seems 
present in the Netherlands (Van Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers, 2010; Wiesmann 
et al., 2010). Nonetheless, mothers do have varying perceptions of these 
inequalities, and therefore their ‘acceptance’ has a diverse character. Mothers 
with traditional or adaptive attitudes do not see inequalities, but rather perceive 
the situation of mothers having small part-time jobs as natural, or else do not 
consider it their right to complain, since as stay-at-home mothers they have no 
paid work themselves. Egalitarian mothers find it more or less normal that their 
husbands take on a large part of the unpaid work, but seem to surrender to the 
remaining inequalities, such as having to be the one to pick up the telephone to 
call a baby-sitter or buy presents for their children’s friends.  

Personal work attitudes 

Only two of the respondents’ work attitudes exerted a positive effect on mothers’ 
work preference: “I like to work” and “I work in order to be economically 
independent of others”. This result may be a consequence of the fact that in the 
questionnaire mothers were forced to choose their most relevant attitudes, since 
they could only select three answers out of eleven propositions regarding their 
work life attitudes. Consequently, in the survey, only 30 percent chose the 
possibility “I work in order to be economically independent”, whereas if 
respondents could choose all possible work ethics, 74 per cent of mothers 
confirmed that they find it important to be economically independent (Merens et 
al., 2011, p.99). Hakim claimed that most types of public opinion surveys reveal 
apparently contradictory general attitudes, especially in highly tolerant societies 
such as the Netherlands, “as if all behaviours are regarded as acceptable” 
(Hakim, 2003, p.341). Additionally, as a consequence of the specific 
questionnaire used, mothers probably only chose their strongest personal 
attitudes, since Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) assume that the more positive and 
robust (i.e. consistent and easily accessible in memory) the attitude, the stronger 
will be the effect of the person’s intention to perform the behaviour of interest. 
Consequently, the gradient of work preferences could only be explained by a few 
personal (strong) work attitudes. Most work life attitudes had no additional effect. 
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Also in the qualitative study, work attitudes did not come up as differentiating 
in explaining mothers’ diverse work preferences. Almost all Dutch mothers 
endorsed the intrinsic values of work as doing something useful for society, self-
development, and social contacts, and there appeared to be a common absence of 
career ambitions. Previous research has already revealed that men, as opposed to 
women, cling more to instrumental work values, like salaries and careers (Merens 
et al., 2011). These instrumental values have no priority in mothers’ work 
ambitions, in line with the reasoning of this study, presumably because few 
significant others have ‘taught’ mothers to aspire towards these aspects. Mothers’ 
intrinsic work attitudes, as well as fathers’ instrumental views, can be perceived 
as socially engendered attitudes, since they are shaped in the context of earlier 
prevailing assumptions about women’s and men’s appropriate roles at home and 
in the labour market (Charles and Harris, 2007; Duncan, 2005; Everingham et al., 
2007; Halrynjo and Lyng, 2009; Komter, 1990a, 1990b; McDonald et al., 2006).  

Interestingly, the interviewed mothers differed clearly on one aspect of their 
work attitudes, largely corresponding to the quantitative results. Mothers with 
egalitarian attitudes recited that they (also) work for their economic 
independence. For women who cling to their economic independence, it seems – 
as with men - very unlikely that ‘bad’ jobs will push them towards domesticity.  

The qualitative study allowed us to construct a typology of the Dutch mothers 
included in the research group, which is shown in table 22.  

Table 22. Typology of interviewed Dutch mothers based on their employment 
narratives.  

 Drifters Privilegeds Balancers Ambitious 

Average actual work 
hours 

0 16-24 hours 25-35 hours >35 hours 

Narrative of choice ‘Self 
agency towards their 
work life 

- ++ + ++ 

Preferred work hours 16-24 hours 16-24 hours 25-35 hours >35 hours 

Work attitude + + ++ ++ 

Attachment to economic 
independence 

_ _ ++ ++ 

Gender attitude Traditional/ 
adaptive 

Traditional/ 
adaptive 

Adaptive/ 
Egalitarian 

Egalitarian 

Satisfaction current 
gender division of labour 

+/- ++ +/- + 

Early adult attitude 
towards motherhood 

++ ++ +/- +/- 

-=absent, +/-=ambivalent or variable, +=positive, ++= very positive 

Stay-at-home mothers’ work histories could be characterised as ad hoc and 
random, lacking significant motivation to achieve their earlier educational or 
professional choices. Therefore they were identified as ‘drifters’. Their stories 
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reveal that the ‘false’ starts they made as young adults seemed hard to restore 
later in life. Yet, this classification does not do justice to their aspirations as 
mothers, which were often clear, decisive, and frequently appeared successful. 
Mothers who have a small part-time job (16-24 hours) while also suiting the 
Dutch gender norm of parental self-care, were referred to as the ‘privileged’, most 
importantly because they considered themselves privileged.  Mothers with a large 
part-time job and also trying to fulfil the parental norm of self-care to the very 
best of their abilities,  could be characterised as ‘balancers’. Mothers with full-
time jobs, with the most perceived behavioural control, and (almost) symmetrical 
gender roles with their partners, were called the ‘ambitious’.   

Within a cross-sectional study it is impossible to find out how easy and often 
mothers are able to switch from one category into another. Their narratives 
disclosed that mothers do sometimes move from one category to another, but 
such a move often seemed temporary, and they later returned to their original 
paths relatively quickly. For example, some ambitious mothers could in the spirit 
of the moment give up their job, because they were so ‘fed up’ with work. Yet, 
this decision does actually suit an individual with much perceived self-control. 
And, as their narratives continued, it became clear that they were just as able to 
pick up their full-time career paths again.  

The extent to which mothers’ different employment choices are released from 
society’s ties, as is argued by post-modernist theories, seems open to debate. 
Stay-at-home mothers described how they were for various reasons not able to 
work their preferred number of hours: they were led by negative (work) 
experiences and by their partners’ ‘neutral’ attitudes towards their work 
ambitions, which seemed decisive in directing them towards their role as full-time 
homemakers.  Stay-at-home mothers also experienced a tension between their 
own ambivalent decision to give up work and societal expectations to work part-
time. “Stay-at-home parents expressed feeling society’s disappointment for not 
doing more challenging and interesting work” (Zimmerman, 2000, p.343). 

In addition, we should also question the extent to which it really is a free 
choice when mothers ‘choose’ a life that fits society’s moral standards perfectly, 
while working a small number of hours and being a good and present mother as 
well, such as is the situation for the class of privileged mothers. And how do we 
perceive the choice when mothers try to combine motherhood and work to the 
maximum, and thereby sacrifice leisure time and sleep, while they still carry the 
main responsibility for the domestic unpaid tasks, and evidence of movement 
towards equal role sharing at the home is limited to only a small group of 
mothers? The findings lead to the conclusion that Dutch mothers’ heterogeneous 
labour market behaviour cannot be understood as simple and varied expressions 
of free choice, but rather as the mostly intentional, but also unintentional, 
outcomes of mothers’ diverse – though always engendered – perceptions of 
dominant norms, possibilities and constraints. 
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8.4 A mother’s general gender values and personal gender and 
work attitudes are influenced by parental socialization during 
childhood 

The second important theoretical starting point of this study is socialization 
theory, of which main components will be recalled here briefly. Socialization 
theory focuses on the social relational context in which specific normative 
standards and expectations are socially transmitted. People make societal norms 
and values their own, internalizing them, by learning from others what is to be 
expected of them in the social system (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.28; also Berger 
and Luckmann, 1967). When full internalization has occurred, the presented 
norms and values exist, and are easily accessible within the person herself, so that 
they no longer need to be presented by the socializing agents.  According to 
Bandura (1977), most modelled behaviour is learned through the medium of 
imaginable (visual imagery or mental associations with, for example, the person 
who was modelling the behaviour) and verbal coding, referred to as mental and 
verbal symbols (Bandura, 1977, p.33). If the association with specific symbols to 
behaviour is firmly built and stored in memory, observing the association will be 
strong enough to recall the ‘learned’ behaviour, which will happen automatically 
and outside of their awareness. Subsequently, one exhibits imitative behaviour 
without considering the underlying processes (Bandura, 1977). 

Childhood is viewed as the most important formative period in life, in which 
the basic structure of the individual’s social world (base-world) is built, with 
which it will compare all later situations (Berger and Luckmann, 1967; 
Everingham et al., 2007). Socialization is only possible when the parents or 
others who take care of the new-born, have an interest - whether automatically or 
enthusiastically - in developing the child. This interest can be expressed through 
various kinds of emotional appraisals, like ‘good child’ or ‘good behaviour’ and 
‘bad child’.  These initial appraisals construct the beginning of the self: the ideas 
a person has of himself are, at first, ideas an individual gains from others about 
himself (Handel, 2006, p.15). Primary socialization is a particularly influential 
process, because a child experiences no problem of emotional identification, 
necessary for internalization, since the parents are the only significant others in 
the world of a child and the parental daily practices are taken-for-granted and feel 
‘natural’ (Berger and Luckmann, 1967, p.154). 

The concern of the study was to disclose which, if any, parental norms, 
values, attitudes and modelling behaviour have shaped mothers’ present personal 
gender and work attitudes and general values. Firstly, the quantitative findings 
demonstrated a significant relationship between parental transmission of work life 
attitudes, like “work is a means to earn money” and “caring for others is 
important” and Dutch mothers’ current traditional/adaptive gender values and 
ideal family life, respectively.  Interestingly, the qualitative findings revealed that 
mothers with traditional/adaptive gender values and attitudes actually did not 
clearly remember their parents transmitting any of these values. What is 
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remarkable in their narratives is the very absence of explicit parental norms and 
values regarding an ideal gender division of labour, accompanied by the memory 
of a self-evident and consenting ‘caring’ mother. To be more precise, daughters 
mostly assumed that their mothers enjoyed their caring and household tasks, but 
often they admit they never really discussed the issue with their mothers.  

These differences between the qualitative findings and quantitative results 
might actually exemplify different processes. Firstly, the traditional division of 
labour could have felt so natural and self-evident for all family members that 
there were no reasons to discuss or talk about it explicitly. With quantitative 
questionnaires people may feel more or less forced to fill in specific answer 
categories, even if they do not really know the answer. Nonetheless, based on the 
theory of Ajzen and Fishbein (2005) we can also expect that mothers only choose 
answers with strong and positive associations easily accessible in memory, and 
that they automatically pick the ‘right’ answer (‘right’ here in the sense that these 
parental normative values or attitudes do affect their own attitudes). Put 
differently, and to paraphrase the well-known Thomas theorem, “if people 
perceive their stories as real, they are real in their consequences” (Merton, 
1995). Yet, the quantitative results might also be explained by a process of 
cognitive dissonance – people make justifications for their current behaviour 
(Festinger et al., 1956). If a mother’s present main task and responsibility is to 
care for her children and do the household chores, she might – perhaps incorrectly 
– assume that her parents, and her mother in particular, found caring for others an 
important value as well: Why would she otherwise do so herself? Bem (1965) 
calls this the process of self-persuasion which is also a product of social 
interaction. People justify their own behaviour with answers that they think other 
people expect them to answer, based on their behaviour (e.g. “Do you like 
bread?”; “I guess I do, because I am always eating it”).  

Due to the retrospective nature of many questions within this study, and the 
cross-sectional research methods, it is impossible to verify the real parental norms 
and values that have been transmitted. However, the aim of the study was to 
detect possible discerning patterns between the answers of mothers with different 
employment behaviour, based on their various values and attitudes. Therefore, I 
compared the answers of relative traditional mothers with the answers of more 
egalitarian mothers. 

Indeed, mothers with more egalitarian attitudes responded differently than 
their traditional/adaptive counterparts. Their narratives stood out due to the 
memories of the strong presence of their mothers, who were often the sole 
provider, and could play a dominant role at home, or else were unsatisfied with 
their traditional mother role. In addition, their stories included relatively many 
examples of sudden and/or unwanted family happenings. For example, for 
various reasons one third of the mothers were raised by single mothers, who often 
were the main provider of their family income. Other stories of mothers with 
egalitarian attitudes revealed rather out of the ordinary family situations – such as 
going to boarding school, having an alcoholic father or a mentally-ill mother, and 
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other dramatic occurrences with family members. This meant that these women 
were more or less ‘forced’ to grow up as independent young women very quickly.  
This is directly opposed to mothers with traditional/adaptive gender attitudes, 
who regularly emphasised that they come from warm families, and often 
recounted many happy and pleasant childhood memories.  

The quantitative results revealed some more discrepancies between the 
primary socialization processes of mothers with traditional/adaptive attitudes and 
those of mothers with egalitarian gender attitudes. For example, egalitarian values 
and attitudes were related to the presence of a mother with a positive work 
orientation (she worked with pleasure or would have liked to have worked), 
which confirms earlier research on this subject (Barret and White, 2002; De Valk, 
2008; Trent and South, 1992; Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). And in support of social 
stratification theory, a more objective background characteristic – the educational 
level of the respondent’s  mother – is also significantly related to a mother’s 
general gender values: the higher educated her mother, the more egalitarian the 
respondent’s own general gender values. This effect adds up to that of the 
respondent’s own educational level. Sanders (1997) previously showed that a 
higher-educated mother directly affected her daughter’s own employment (also 
Cloïn, 2010). In this study I could not trace this direct effect, so therefore it is 
interesting to find that the effect still persists indirectly in her daughters’ labour 
market behaviour, since it is assumed in this study that values can be viewed as 
elements behind personal attitudes and preferences (Ajzen, 1991; Becker et al., 
1983; Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995). Moreover, the results indicate that (at 
least) part of mothers’ general gender values (and thus their ideal family lives) 
have a robust source in childhood.  

In relation to mothers’ current work attitudes, it appeared relevant again to 
observe what is absent in mothers’ childhood chronicles. A significant parental 
message in relation to their daughter’s economic independence and professional 
perspective appeared present in the youth stories of mothers with egalitarian 
attitudes, and was remarkably lacking in the youth stories of most 
traditional/adaptive mothers. If mothers have not been stimulated (verbally or 
mentally) to consider their professional lives, it appears difficult to overcome this 
later in life. The effect of the parental message of economic independence on 
mothers’ own adherence to financial autonomy was also found in the quantitative 
analysis; undoubtedly the message serves as a guide for life.  

Overall, the findings indicate that intergenerational influence mainly occurs 
via the  transmission (both intentional and unintentional) of mental and verbal 
symbols, especially diffused by the mother. These associations could come from 
a satisfied and consenting traditional mother figure, or else from the completely 
opposite associations of a reluctant and dissatisfied mother, or else from 
independent mothers who went their own way. These different origins between 
mothers with traditional/adaptive gender attitudes and egalitarian attitudes, 
enhance our understanding of contemporary diverse gender and work attitudes 
among Dutch mothers. Mothers’ gender values and attitudes have not developed 
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freely from social structures, but often have subtle and complex origins in 
childhood.  

Moreover, in the qualitative study, there were only few parental anti-examples 
– it appears relatively rare that mothers feel they needed to resist parental 
expectations, values and norms, both implicit and explicit. This is interesting in 
itself, and might express a relatively stable culture within the Netherlands since 
the 1970s and 1980s, where despite the obvious increase in the employment 
activity of current mothers, there seems to exist continuity and conformity 
between generations of current mothers and their parents. Presumably the parents 
(especially the mothers) of the respondents of this study already paved the way 
for their daughters, which then opened alternative scripts of behaviour to the 
traditional stay-at-home option once their daughter became a mother herself. This 
clearly differed from their own upbringings during the 1950s and 1960s, which 
were deeply implicated within the figuration ideal of “harmonious inequality’, 
since the ideal of women as housewives and men as breadwinners had by then 
reached its most glorious days. For the mothers of the respondents who 
themselves were raised during this period, the withering away of the ideal of 
being a housewife had not yet led to new ideals or guidance for behaviour. And 
thus their trials of new behaviour would have been automatically and more often 
acting against their parents’ norms, values and attitudes. Nonetheless, there might 
also be a selection effect. Daughters who have ‘chosen’ the opposite behaviour of 
their own parents might have not become parents at all, and therefore they were 
not included in this research. Whatever the reason may be, the association with 
several parental verbal and mental codes shows that part of mothers’ gender 
values and ideal family lives maintains some stability throughout the course of 
their life, and that these do not easily adapt to changing circumstances. Part of the 
individual has become what is transmitted by significant others (Berger and 
Luckmann, 1967, p.152; Handel, 2006, p.15; Mead, 1934). 

8.5 A mother endorses more egalitarian values and attitudes if she 
has perceived the professional and career support of 
significant others 

Mothers do not continue to live in one normative social system. As their lives go 
on, they interact with different social settings or circles, and each circle has its 
own normative and cultural system, with its own specific rules, norms and values. 
This study’s particular interest is the character of transitions from primary to 
secondary socialization. Is this process characterised by reproduction and re-
enforcement, or by recreation? Handel (2006) concluded that there is still no 
satisfactory explanation for the transitional process of primary socialization to 
adult socialization (p.18). According to Berger and Luckmann (1967), within 
secondary socialization, there is always a problem of consistency between the 
original and new internalizations when individuals are confronted with new 
alternative realities and potential identities that appear as subjective options 
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(p.160). People tend to re-enforce their values and attitudes by clinging to self-
affirming relationships (referring to the process of self-selection) rather than 
subject themselves to new subjective normative realities. Others scholars instead 
argue that people try to establish throughout their lives a new acceptable position 
for themselves, expressing a less deterministic view of the effect of primary 
socialization (Bandura, 1977, p.48; Eagle, 1988; Handel, 2006). 

This study aims at revealing whether mothers tend to sustain their (acquired) 
attitudes through secondary social relations by creating and recreating the 
familiar, or whether they adapt their attitudes when confronted with new models 
of behaviour or supportive others. Nonetheless, clearly a limiting frame of this 
examination is the cross-sectional research design of this study. Mothers were 
invited to look back upon their lives, while I tried to reconstruct, using qualitative 
and quantitative research methods, patterns in the possible influences of 
significant others on their diverse values and attitudes. For this reason, I have 
chosen to focus on mothers’ own perceived support of significant others towards 
their professional choices and career ambitions. This theoretical choice is also 
induced by the socialization theory of Berger and Luckmann (1967), the theory of 
planned behaviour (Ajzen and Fishbein, 1991, 2005) and the social learning 
theory of Bandura (1977), as well as by different partial theoretical notions 
(Grube and Morgan, 1990; Tiemeijer et al., 2009, p.142). These theories all 
emphasise that the perceived approval of significant others towards specific 
behaviour will have a positive impact on people’s own values and attitudes 
towards the behaviour of interest. 

Before I elaborate and compare the qualitative findings and quantitative 
results with respect to the process of secondary socialization, some initial remarks 
can be made here. A disadvantage of the qualitative study is that it is impossible 
to draw representative conclusions about the strength of social influential 
processes. We can only detect some indications of mechanisms or patterns that 
emerge from the research material. Yet, an advantage of the qualitative study is 
that we can listen to mothers’ labour market biographies and try to disclose 
consistent and contradictory patterns within their narratives especially in relation 
to their social relational contexts and job relevant choices. In this way I could 
display something about the supposed continuity between primary and secondary 
socialization (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). Whereas, with the quantitative 
analysis, I could shed some light on the statistical representativeness of the 
disclosed mechanisms.  

Teachers 

The qualitative findings revealed that in general, mothers could not remember any 
teachers who stimulated or supported them in choosing a certain professional 
direction. Full-time home-makers in particular appeared rather negative about 
their received guidance at (high) school. Only a few interviewees described how 
teachers at school had encouraged them to consider their working life – stories 
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which revealed the potential positive influence of teachers on the work 
aspirations of mothers. The obvious advantage of quantitative analyses is that 
larger respondent groups are addressed and relationships can be observed in a 
statistical manner. The quantitative analysis did reveal that teachers being 
encouraging towards mothers’ professional choice related significantly to 
mothers’ egalitarian personal gender attitudes (i.e. her ideal family life).  

Partners 

Previous research has shown that sex-role attitudes between partners are often 
similar, and both partners’ attitudes are important in a mother’s employment 
decision (Inman-Amos et al., 1994; Geist, 2005; Philliber and Vannoy-Hiller, 
1990; Uunk, 1996; Vlasblom and Schippers, 2005). This conclusion was 
confirmed by both the qualitative and quantitative findings of this study. Firstly, 
the quantitative analysis showed that more egalitarian general gender values 
related to the perceived presence of a partner who is stimulating towards mother’s 
work ambitions. Because of the relatively limited information that comes from 
the quantitative analysis, it is particularly interesting to compare this result with 
the qualitative findings.  

Mothers’ life path narratives revealed that mothers are inclined to look for 
relationships that sustain rather than reject their self-identities formed in 
childhood. The egalitarian interviewees often shared their lives with partners who 
were stimulating towards their career ambitions, who were willing to take up an 
(almost) equal share of the unpaid tasks at home; consequently these mothers did 
not need to work less if their husband had demanding jobs. Narratives of 
traditional/adaptive mothers revealed opposite patterns: their job ambitions, 
especially concerning the weekly work hours, were seldom explicitly discussed 
with their partners, as is also shown by the previous Dutch research of Portegijs et 
al. (2008b, also Keuzenkamp et al., 2009). Moreover, these mothers cited the 
demanding jobs of their partners as one of the reasons they had ‘chosen’ the stay-
at-home option. However the study demonstrates that the justification mechanism 
among women who say they do not work or work less because their husbands 
have such demanding jobs, is indeed troubled, as is previously argued by Van 
Doorne-Huiskes and Schippers (2010). Their earlier employment decisions often 
entailed scaling back their number of hours worked, and were based – at least 
partly, and often unintentionally – on their own adaptive/traditional gender 
attitudes, making it possible for their partners to continue their demanding jobs.  

Nonetheless, apparently the selection process among some traditional/ 
adaptive mothers unintentionally had unfavourable consequences on their own 
lives. They continued to live in social relational contexts wherein their 
professional life was neglected. Moreover both partners were most likely unaware 
of how their social constructions of daily life re-enforced stereotypical gender 
roles. These engendered social practices may also have had negative 
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consequences for their partners, since their (growing) sense of being an involved 
father in family, might have been unintentionally interrupted, or left undeveloped.   

People at work 

The quantitative analysis demonstrated a relatively strong relationship between 
the perceived support of motivating supervisors and/or colleagues towards 
fulfilling a mother’s full potential at work, and her egalitarian gender values and 
attitudes. The qualitative findings (again) revealed a process of self-selection: 
mothers who ‘inherited’ egalitarian attitudes more often met encouraging 
supervisors at least once in their lives, compared to traditional/adaptive mothers. 
Notably, most previous research has demonstrated the opposite pattern: family 
demands and mothers’ ambitions are often neglected by supervisors (Estes, 2005; 
Karatepe and Kilic, 2007; King 2008; Moen and Yu, 2000), contributing to the 
withdrawal of mothers from the labour market. The conclusion of this study 
enhances our understanding of why most Dutch mothers continue to work part-
time, whereas a relatively small group of mothers, approximately 25 per cent, 
have large part-time jobs or work full-time: meeting a stimulating supervisor is 
probably more a consequence of mothers’ own attitudes than a cause.  

Peers 

The impact of peer groups on mothers’ gender and work attitudes is undecided. 
The quantitative analysis could not trace any significant effect. A reason might be 
that, as is revealed by the interview analysis, mothers generally do not belong to a 
homogenous peer group, such as adolescents. Dutch mothers rather have a 
mixture of old friends and new acquaintances. Nonetheless, anonymous people 
‘out there’ seem, at least in the mind of some interviewees, able to influence a 
mother’s feelings. Stay-at-home mothers appear especially sensitive to the critical 
gaze and comments of other people. But there were also some stories of 
egalitarian mothers in which they disclosed that ‘traditional’ social environments 
were reasons for them to move to other neighbourhoods, where they were more 
surrounded by people with similar gender attitudes.  This is a mechanism 
illustrating that people do not easily adjust their attitudes, but rather find ways to 
reconcile them. 

In general, the qualitative findings with respect to the process of secondary 
socialization showed that mothers with egalitarian gender values and (personal) 
attitudes, which originated in childhood, have in later life more often been in the 
presence of supporting secondary socializations agents, like teachers, partners and 
people at work, compared to mothers with relatively traditional gender attitudes. 
Dutch mothers’ diverse current gender and work attitudes have some discerning 
origins in childhood, and these aspects of attitudes which originated in childhood 
appear to have some continuity during the course of their lives through their 
relationships with secondary others. It seems unlikely that a mother’s gender 
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values and ideal family life will easily adapt to changing circumstances. The 
mothers’ narratives rather disclosed that their life paths have to some extent been 
characterised by continuity with origins formed in childhood.  

8.6 Conclusions 

The shared and personal social structures of mothers’ embedded employment 
choices 

In the Netherlands, the current dominant view of being ‘a good mother’ includes 
the normative standard of part-time work, and modest use of professional day-
care, with sparse institutional and moral room left for alternative maternal 
lifestyles such as not being in paid work or working full-time. Although it is 
nowadays possible for Dutch mothers to act outside society’s norms, they must be 
able to withstand comments and questions about their lifestyle, whether innocent 
or harsh. Nonetheless, despite these social institutions, mothers clearly differ in 
their perceptions about what one should do as a mother, since some of the values 
and attitudes behind these perceptions are ‘shaped’ differently in childhood, and 
are sustained heterogeneously later in life. Either way, the study has found little 
evidence to support the view that mothers are ‘free’ from social ties, as is 
assumed in the contemporary narrative of choice. On the contrary, the larger 
social system and mothers’ own micro social realities influence mothers’ actions. 
In other words, Dutch mothers’ choices are thoroughly socially embedded, since 
they are guided by (invisible) constraints and opportunities, which are shared in 
the dominant social system and dispersed in personal heterogeneous social 
experiences. 

Firstly, the study demonstrated that different personal work preferences can 
explain mothers’ diverse labour market decisions. Work preferences are based on 
current life circumstances and earlier experiences, but also on internally driven 
orientations (general values and personal attitudes) which influence a mother’s 
perception of these circumstances and experiences. Because mothers perceive 
(appreciate and evaluate) similar circumstances differently, they prefer a diverse 
number of work hours, whereupon they make different employment decisions. A 
mother’s work preference is therefore a good predictor of her labour market 
decision. Nonetheless, a mother’s work preference cannot be understood as sole 
expressions of free choice, but rather as an engendered and socialized preference.  

The origins of a mother’s gender (values) and work attitudes and values could 
partly be traced back to childhood by often subtle and complex processes of 
socialization. More specifically, various normative mental and verbal symbols 
that have been intentionally or unintentionally transmitted by her parents, 
especially by her own mother, still (partly) characterise a mother’s values and 
attitudes, and subsequently her work preference. Nonetheless, parental influences 
are mostly outside mother’s own awareness, and thus a mother perceives her 
work preference as her own preference, which of course it is as well, since part of 
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a mother has become what is transmitted by others. This also adds to the 
explanation of the pre-existence of the narrative of free choice. 

In later life, the perceived support of significant others, such as teachers, 
partners and people at work, towards a mother’s professional life and her job 
ambitions adds to the explanation of why some mothers embrace egalitarian 
gender roles and other mothers are inclined towards a more traditional division of 
labour. Nonetheless, the study indicates that a mother who perceived career 
support from secondary socialization agents towards her work, often already had 
her egalitarian attitudes formed in childhood. It therefore appears that although 
probably subconsciously and automatically, a mother looks for social 
environments where she can find continuity and consistency of her previously 
developed attitudes. In this light, mothers’ diverse employment decisions can be 
partly understood as results of long-term and mostly steady social processes.   

Last but not least, the specific Dutch social structures (institutions and moral 
convictions) that enable but also push mothers towards part-time work came to 
light through the narratives of the interviewees. For example, they cited perceived 
social approval or punishment from people ‘out there’ when mothers did not 
conform to the part-time norm. This is echoed in a mother’s appraisal and 
evaluation of her own behaviour, which is often seen through the eyes of the 
‘generalized other’. The interviewed stay-at-home mothers especially frequently 
conveyed internal conflicts between their current unemployed situation, their own 
work preferences and societies’ moral obligations on them to work part-time.  

Therefore, Dutch mothers’ labour market decisions can be understood as the 
results of individual preferences that are embedded and deeply interwoven by 
joint and personal (invisible) constraints and opportunities. Examples of shared 
social structures include Dutch society’s social script for mothers to work part-
time, and the ‘magical’ border of a maximum of three days professional childcare 
per week (Kremer, 2007). Further corresponding social institutions exist in the 
form of inflexible school timetables, the narrative of non-complaining towards 
inequalities within the domestic sphere (which are justified by personal 
characteristics or by the ‘natural’ differences between men and women), mothers’ 
shared “engendered” adherence to intrinsic work values, and their reluctance to 
cling to instrumental work drivers such as salaries and careers. A final 
contributing factor is mothers’ shared memories of their fathers “sitting on the 
couch with a newspaper”, which tended to make the contributions of their own 
husbands seem a big improvement by comparison.  

Clearly, these shared social structures are not internalized or perceived by all 
mothers in the same manner. They have a specific composition for each woman, 
the basic components of which were consolidated during childhood. The study 
could point out some specific and diverse parental mental and verbal codes that 
still serve as internal guides for Dutch mothers in their labour market behaviour. 
Mental codes that could be distinguished from the interviewees were for example, 
a silent, consenting, satisfied or self-evident mother figure, or just the memory of 
a mother associated with being reluctant, unsatisfied, strong or the sole provider. 
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Different persuasive verbal codes were “you should work in order to become 
economically independent”, or “caring for others is important”. Transmission of 
these mental and verbal codes, examples of which include “the proper thing to 
do” as perceived by parents, teachers, spouses, people at work, and “other people 
out there”, appeared vital social contexts in which mothers developed their own 
values and attitudes and made decisions about their lives.  

Mothers’ preferences and actions are thus firmly embedded within their 
shared and personal social structures. In getting a better understanding of people’s 
choices, I would therefore argue that we must get closer to the collectiveness and 
connectedness within people’s (prior) social relational contexts, rather than 
emphasising the narrative of free choice. As Smart (2007) has formulated, we 
should prioritise the bonds between people.  
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Epilogue 

 

In this section I draw attention to a few issues that have received only moderate 
attention in this study, as well as possible lines for future research and some 
political implications. 

1 The impact of social institutions on mothers’ employment 
choices 

This study is rooted in the sociological perspective of phenomenological 
sociology. Phenomenology asks us not to take the notions we have learned for 
granted, but to question them instead – to question our way of looking at and 
being in the world (Wallace and Wolf, 2006, p.262). The emphasis on the micro 
level, while investigating the origins of individuals’ diverse behaviour within one 
shared social system or society, entailed that the influence of macro institutions 
on mother’s labour market decisions could be described historically and 
theoretically in this study, but could not be directly, empirically investigated. In 
this study it is recognised that mothers’ employment choices are constrained and 
made possible by cultural gender norms, financial circumstances, the availability 
and character of jobs, the business cycle of the labour market, and childcare 
provisions. Theoretically, it was assumed that these macro influences in the 
Netherlands have similar consequences for all Dutch women. In the light of these 
constraints and opportunities, mothers make choices regarding their amount of 
time spent in paid work, though admittedly these choices are typically 
engendered. Following this line, it was believed that a mother’s perception of 
limiting or enabling external social institutions is intertwined with her own 
gender values and attitudes, which are partly a result of socialization.  

Nonetheless, the interplay between the use or availability of external 
provisions, for example professional childcare provisions, and mothers’ own 
values and attitudes is not systematically investigated in this study, even though it 
does make up part of the (albeit not statistically representative) qualitative study. 
Moreover, although Dutch mothers are subject to the same Dutch social 
institutions, these institutions might differ between regions, for example by local 
insufficient supply of suitable jobs, a lack of childcare facilities or specific local 
normative standards towards parenting, such as being strongly religious. In time, 
a mother might adapt her gender and work values and attitudes to these local 
social institutional settings. On the other hand, the Netherlands is a small country 
and it is unlikely that large groups of mothers subject themselves to social 
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surroundings that do not match their own values and attitudes, since this would be 
contrary to the mechanism of self-selection that emerged in the qualitative study.  

2 Hierarchical layers within socialization 

Furthermore, this study has only very moderately shed light on the question of 
how differences in mothers’ attitudes correspond to different socialization 
processes related to their various socio-economic backgrounds or social classes. 
Only the educational level of the mothers’ parents, which may act as a proxy for 
social class, is included in the quantitative part of the study.  Empirically, 
respondents with more egalitarian gender values corresponded to those with 
higher-educated mothers. Previous research has demonstrated that parental 
influences differ in accordance with their different socio-economic backgrounds 
(Kraaykamp, 2009; Lareau, 2007). It would be interesting to investigate the 
influence of different generations’ socio-economic backgrounds upon mothers’ 
orientations towards the labour market. By analysing a large Dutch sample, the 
study of Cloïn (2010) demonstrated that different socio-economic backgrounds 
only slightly add to the explanation of the diverse employment patterns between 
higher and lower educated women. Lower educated mothers are more likely to be 
in paid work if they had a mother who was in paid work herself when raising her 
child; lower educated mothers tend to work more hours if their mother was higher 
educated. 

Presumably, in-depth qualitative research on parental socialization regarding 
different socio-economic backgrounds would allow us to gain more insights with 
respect to this question. For example, Lareau (2007) has shown with qualitative 
research that the mechanisms of the middle class and working class differ 
significantly in terms of their transmission of social-cultural advantages. 
Cumulative differences, like fostering children’s talents by offering structured 
leisure activities and wider ways of thinking, defined as ‘concerted cultivation’, 
creates advantages for middle-class children in how they interact with 
professionals (doctors and educators) and other adults outside the home. It is not 
hard to imagine that these different advantages among working-class and middle-
class children, based on ‘different senses of entitlement or distrust’, further 
accumulate as they grow older, in particular from the moment such individuals 
join the labour market. In this respect, it would be interesting to employ 
(observational participant) longitudinal research that is sensitive to how these 
differences in socio-cultural inheritances among children influence their social 
interactions in later life, in particular at specific turning points that affect their 
later steps in the labour market. Nonetheless, it is clear that this type of research 
is expensive and difficult to pursue, therefore a second best alternative would be 
analysing people’s life stories and behaviour, and then relating the differences 
between their socio-economic backgrounds.  



Epilogue 

209 

3 Considerations on research based on memories 

This research is largely built on collecting and understanding the memories of 
Dutch mothers. A criticism of this type of research is the selectiveness of 
memory, which may influence their answers. People may adjust their memories 
to justify their present behaviour (Kroska and Elman, 2009). In the qualitative 
research, I found most mothers to be remarkably open and capable of looking 
back and providing a narrative of their lives. Nonetheless, even if their stories 
were not accurate, these memories, which were easily accessible to the mothers’ 
minds, were perceived by the mothers as important. People’s narratives about 
their own lives do influence their subsequent steps, for example their perceptions 
and evaluation of the course of their life so far, including favourite or unfortunate 
occurrences. And just from these memorised stories, I was able to discriminate 
some specific patterns that were of interest while investigating the discerning 
origins of the labour market behaviour of Dutch mothers. Irrespective of 
individuals’ own awareness of the effect of their memories, memories shape 
present behaviour.  

4 Engendered micro-interactional practices 

In general, relatively few contemporary social studies have aimed at uncovering 
the prevalent assumptions in operation on the social interaction process of 
parenting. This might be due to the present popularity of quantitative studies 
based on large-scale representative surveys in academic journals, in which the 
social reality is presented in a well-defined and structured way. This type of 
research is not particularly apt for revealing routine and contradictory processes 
that characterise social interactions at a micro level, such as unquestioned and 
self-evident practices that unintentionally might lead to unfavourable 
consequences for the people involved. Research of the micro-interactional 
processes helps to understand and reveal the construction, reconstruction and 
consolidation of people’s social realities. As is shown in this study, the social 
interactional order between men and women is especially interesting, since taken 
for granted divisions of labour might stand in the way of the further emancipation 
of mothers and fathers, for example in their frequently under-discussed decisions 
about whether a mother should reduce her number of work hours or give up her 
work entirely.  

This study has revealed certain practices concerning how Dutch mothers 
display gender compensating strategies, “doing gender”, which helps to sustain 
their social gender structure (West and Zimmerman, 1987). Throughout the week 
these mothers equally share the paid and unpaid work with their spouses, but at 
the weekend they release their partners from household chores and upbringing 
matters, so that their husbands are able to re-obtain their masculinity while 
undertaking ‘manly’ leisure activities. In addition, the qualitative findings 
revealed that Dutch mothers’ awareness of gender issues, social constructs of 
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masculinity and femininity, appear almost absent. On the contrary, the mothers 
interviewed rather emphasised the individual or ‘natural’ aspects of the daily 
divisions of work with their partners. Nevertheless, the stories of mothers clearly 
revealed social practices and personal perceptions of how things are, must be or 
ought to be done, along familiar and recognisable gender-lines. More qualitative 
in-depth research that includes both partners and is especially aimed at revealing 
the often subtle, complex and hidden engendering social practices, which have 
unintended consequences for both partners, might help the further emancipation 
of both. At the same time this approach might put the narrative of free choice into 
a wider social perspective.  

In addition, while in this study I have only addressed mothers, it would be 
interesting to employ a similar research among fathers to reveal the invisible 
structures, both shared and personal, relating to their decisions and daily practices 
towards fathering and their labour market activity. The continuation of 
engendered practices among parents may unintentionally block their way to 
becoming equally involved partners in family life. Since fathers’ labour market 
activity is much more homogeneous than among mothers, a starting point for 
research could be their different number of hours spent on household affairs and 
child-raising practices.      

5 Collective memories and collectiveness  

Finally, a further worthwhile line of investigation would be to understand more 
about how and which collective or joint memories bind generations. In my 
research I have only moderately shed some light on how individual memories like 
‘father on the sofa’ and ‘a consenting mother’ can be defined as collective 
memories. Clearly, sensitivity for the social aspect of individuality, the communal 
experience, has lost popularity in public discourse. Communal experience is that 
part of experience shared with other people - the objective reality as internalized 
by individuals as well as by their fellows. I would advocate bringing the social 
aspect of individuality back into public discourse, giving greater acknowledgment 
to the social connectedness of individuals.  However, we need more social 
scientific research to disclose the commonality of individual experiences and 
perceptions – studies that are based, for example, on multiple life stories of 
people belonging to the same generation, trying to find the collective conceptual 
levers with which to lift the social, communal and shared experiences and 
constraints to the surface. This would possibly bring a deeper layer to the public 
debate, where potential unwarranted and unintentional social aspects of individual 
life could be discussed in a more substantive manner than is done in most 
contemporary public discourse. This is especially true of gender issues in general, 
and mothering in particular. 
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6 Political relevance 

The current Dutch government aims towards evolving cultural development by 
increasing women’s awareness of the importance of their economic 
independence.  53 At the moment, 50 per cent of Dutch women are economically 
independent. Recent research has shown that Dutch women who are not 
economically independent are often not aware of the financial risks of their 
situation. They feel independent with their small salary and are not concerned 
about the possibility that their partner’s income might decrease or disappear 
through divorce, illness or unemployment (De Hoog and Van Egten, 2012, p.69). 
In other words, the government’s message entails that women who are 
unemployed or have small part-time jobs need to increase their activity in the 
labour market. The immense public debate that came to life after this political 
goal was made public reveals that the idea, or worse ‘the obligation’, that mothers 
should work as much as necessary in order to achieve economic independence, is 
still disliked by many Dutch people. But maybe even more controversial is the 
government’s interference with people’s ‘free choices’, since it is assumed that 
individuals are perfectly capable of choosing their own lifestyle and identity.   

Nevertheless, the Dutch government aims at increasing the overall labour 
participation rate to 80 per cent in 2020, and some of the results of this research 
might be relevant in the light of these policies.  

This study reveals that women who work in order to be economically 
independent (30 per cent of Dutch mothers) work more hours compared to 
mothers who are not motivated in this way. In addition, mothers who value their 
own economic independence can often recall clear messages concerning their 
financial autonomy from their parents. It can thus be understood that the 
motivation for economic independence is often already firmly ingrained within 
mothers during their childhood, through verbal persuasion or unintentional mental 
codes from parents. This does not imply that messages about the importance of 
financial independence later in life will have no effect. Nonetheless, in line with 
the results of this research, I expect that the transmission of this message is most 
effective during adolescence or in early adulthood. It is also relevant that this 
research has revealed the importance for mothers’ professional choices of 
teachers’ guidance. This is reflected in such mothers’ current egalitarian attitudes, 
and thus their relatively high employment preference. This result leads to the 
conclusion that the support of teachers during early adulthood, even though their 
role might be underestimated by teachers themselves, can be salient and enduring 
in people’s lives. Their help towards young women in choosing the right 
profession can, later in life, increase women’s career aspirations and participation 
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in the labour market, and this would be even more enhanced if teachers were to 
include the message of the importance of financial autonomy. 

Finally, there is the role of supervisors at work. Previous research has 
demonstrated the mechanism of engendered (low) expectations of supervisors 
towards the work ambitions of mothers, leading to a withdrawal of mothers from 
the labour market. This research has shown that the support of people at work, 
mostly by supervisors, in relation to mothers’ professional fulfilment, can 
enhance a mother’s egalitarian values and attitudes. Thus they can indirectly 
boost mothers’ employment activity. Admittedly, the qualitative findings revealed 
that it was mostly the mothers with already egalitarian attitudes who recalled 
stimulating colleagues and bosses, and thus their received support at work merely 
seems to have intensified their adherence to symmetrical gender roles. 
Nonetheless, the quantitative research has shown a relatively strong significant 
relationship between mothers’ perceived career support at work and their own 
egalitarian values and attitudes. Therefore encouraging communications between 
employers (or supervisors) and mothers might serve to advance the activity rates 
of mothers. It is believed in this study that cumulative social actions and 
interpersonal encounters at the micro level can have creative and transformative 
effects, and thus carrying the ability to “make things happen” and to break 
through the accepted and engendered nature of the social order. 
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Dutch Summary (Nederlandse samenvatting) 

Ingebedde keuzes, onzichtbare beperkingen 

Introductie 

Dit onderzoek gaat over Nederlandse moeders en hun arbeidsmarktgedrag in het 
begin van de 21e eeuw. In het hedendaagse debat over arbeidsmarktgedrag van 
vrouwen, zet het discours van de keuzevrijheid de toon. Tegen die achtergrond is 
dit onderzoek uitgevoerd. Mensen zijn geneigd te geloven dat vrouwen vrij zijn 
om te doen waar hun voorkeur naar uitgaat en dezelfde kansen hebben op de 
arbeidsmarkt als mannen. Aan bepaalde voorwaarden lijkt immers te zijn 
voldaan: rechtspositionele gelijkheid, kinderopvangmogelijkheden, gezins-
vriendelijk beleid in collectieve arbeidsovereenkomsten en een grotere acceptatie 
van rollen voor vrouwen buiten het gezin en voor mannen binnen het gezin. De 
gedachte die hieruit voortvloeit is dat, als vrouwen eigen keuzes kunnen maken 
met betrekking tot werk en gezin, zij dan ook zelf verantwoordelijk zijn voor hun 
successen en mislukkingen. Deze manier van denken past binnen postmoderne 
theorieën van individualisering. Daarin wordt gesteld dat binnen Westerse 
maatschappijen individuen steeds minder gebonden zijn aan traditionele vormen 
en voorgeschreven rollen en vrijer om hun eigen identiteit te kiezen.  

Het discours van keuzevrijheid lijkt vooral van toepassing op Nederland. De 
Nederlandse sociale instituties (zoals arbeidswetgeving en collectieve 
overeenkomsten binnen bedrijfssectoren) maken deeltijdwerk mogelijk, waardoor 
het Nederlandse vrouwen relatief makkelijk wordt gemaakt om gezin en werk te 
combineren. Nederland valt dan ook op door het heterogene arbeidsmarktgedrag 
van vrouwen en moeders. Hoewel deeltijdwerk overheerst, zijn ook de 
thuisblijfoptie en - in beperkte mate - de voltijdoptie zichtbaar. De aanname is 
daarmee dat Nederlandse moeders kunnen en mogen kiezen of ze thuis willen 
blijven, parttime gaan werken of fulltime blijven werken. In deze studie 
onderzoek ik waar die verschillende arbeidsmarktkeuzes vandaan komen. Ik 
veronderstel daarbij dat de perceptie dat arbeidsmarktkeuzes ‘vrije’ keuzes zijn, 
het effect van sociale instituties en normen met betrekking tot gender op de 
werkgerelateerde aspiraties van vrouwen onderschat. 54 Sociale instituties en het 
gedrag van individuen zijn verschillende aspecten of lagen van de sociale 
werkelijkheid, maar deze twee sociale lagen zijn onderling afhankelijk en diep 
met elkaar verweven.  

                                                           
54  Symbolische interactionisten definiëren gender als een continue rol, die plaatsvindt in de sociale 

interactie, waarbij vrouwen en mannen hun eigen vrouwelijkheid en mannelijkheid in stand 
houden (West en Zimmerman, 1987). 
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De studie begint daarom met een schets van de sociaalhistorische achtergrond 
van Nederland in relatie tot de arbeidsparticipatie van vrouwen (hoofdstuk 1). 
Hierin wordt duidelijk waarom Nederlandse moeders tegenwoordig voornamelijk 
in deeltijd werken en ook waarom zij nog steeds het grootste deel van de 
onbetaalde zorgtaken op zich nemen, (Bucx, 2011; Kloek, 2009; Tijdens, 2006; 
Pott-Buter, 1993). De belangrijkste institutionele en culturele keerpunten in 
relatie tot moeders arbeidsmarktgedrag komen specifiek aan bod. Zo is daar de 
langdurige Nederlandse traditie van’ trotse ‘huisvrouwen (Kloek, 2009), die eind 
jaren ‘60 door het pleidooi van Joke Smit sterk werd ondermijnd (1967). In de 
jaren ‘80 waren er de typisch Nederlandse ‘polder’-oplossingen, die, als remedies 
voor de teruglopende economie, mogelijkheden voor deeltijdwerk creëerden. 

De huidige Nederlandse sociale instituties - zoals de arbeidstijdwetgeving, ou-
derschapsverlofsystemen, openingstijden van scholen, kinderopvang-
mogelijkheden – en de informele sociale normen stimuleren moeders om in 
deeltijd te werken (Kremer, 2007; Merens et al., 2012; Plantenga, 2002, 2008). 
De beschikbaarheid en mogelijkheid van deeltijdwerk worden gezien als een 
‘luxe’ (Van Doorne-Huiskes en Schippers, 2010; Wiesmann et al., 2010). Toch 
zijn de negatieve gevolgen van deeltijdwerk, als het gaat om salaris en carrière, in 
Nederland dezelfde als in andere welvarende landen (Keuzenkamp et al., 2008, 
p.10). Bovendien lijkt de ‘deeltijdstandaard’ voor moeders te hebben geleid tot 
een dubbele moraal in onze samenleving: aan de oppervlakte lijkt de 
mogelijkheid om in deeltijd te werken voor vrouwen een ‘vrije keuze’, maar 
eigenlijk wordt er van hen verwacht dat zij in deeltijd werken en de zorg voor de 
kinderen maar met mate uitbesteden. De dubbelzinnige impliciete normen zorgen 
voor een onzichtbare begrenzing van de opties van moeders, met betrekking tot 
een carrière maar ook ten opzichte van het thuisblijfalternatief. Het is daarom niet 
verwonderlijk dat de meeste Nederlandse moeders in deeltijd werken, het is 
eerder opmerkelijk dat er ook moeders zijn die niet werken en een kleine groep 
moeders fulltime werkt. In 2010 zagen we dat 32,4 procent van de moeders niet 
werkte, 42,5 procent werkte tussen de 12 en 24 uur, 13,8 procent werkte 25 tot 35 
uur en 11,3 procent werkte 36 uur of meer (CBS-Statline, 2011).  

In deze studie wordt betoogd dat die heterogene gedragingen kunnen ontstaan, 
omdat moeders gelijke situaties verschillend waarderen en beoordelen. Het onder-
zoek is gewijd aan het verkennen van de sociale oorsprong van die uiteenlopende 
percepties van moeders ten aanzien van werk. Het voornaamste doel is het bloot-
leggen van de diverse patronen in de besluitvormingsprocessen van moeders met 
betrekking tot werk en de socialisatieprocessen die hierop van invloed zijn 
geweest. 

De studie maakt gebruik van een aantal theoretische inzichten uit de sociale 
psychologie en de micro-economie, maar het belangrijkste onderzoeksgebied om 
het diverse arbeidsmarktgedrag van moeders te verklaren is afgeleid van de 
microsociologie (hoofdstuk 2). De interpretatie van het sociale leven op het 
microinteractionele niveau heeft zijn oorsprong in de fenomenologie en het 
symbolisch interactionisme (Berger en Luckmann, 1967; Layder, 1994; Mead, 
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1934; Wallace en Wolf, 2006). Deze school van de sociologie begint vanuit de 
context van het individu. Mensen definiëren hun sociale situaties zelf en die eigen 
definities beïnvloeden hun gedrag. Menselijke activiteit kan zodoende niet 
begrepen worden zonder aandacht te schenken aan de subjectieve betekenissen 
die mensen toedichten aan hun situatie (Wallace en Wolf, 2006, p.202). Daarbij 
wordt verondersteld dat de perceptie van de realiteit door mensen afhankelijk is 
van hun voorafgaande socialisatieproces op microniveau, waarbij mensen de 
sociale verwachtingen van betekenisvolle  anderen in hun omgeving hebben 
geïnternaliseerd (Berger en Luckmann, 1967; Bandura, 1977). De gesocialiseerde 
(of geïnternaliseerde) waarden en attitudes van een moeder kleuren haar perceptie 
van wat normaal en mogelijk is en van wat anderen van haar verwachten. Al deze 
‘sociale’ percepties beïnvloeden haar rolopvattingen en attitudes en vervolgens 
haar wensen en gedrag ten aanzien van werk. De centrale aanname is dat de 
arbeidswensen en beslissingen van een moeder niet enkel zijn gebaseerd op haar 
huidige, misschien toevallige, omstandigheden, maar zijn ingebed in haar vooraf-
gaande sociale biografie.  

De eerste theoretische veronderstelling is dat moeders een voorkeur hebben 
voor een bepaald aantal uren dat zij willen werken, en dat deze arbeidsurenwens 
hun arbeidsmarktgedrag beïnvloedt. Hiermee volg ik de redenering van de –
sociaalpsychologische - theorie van Gepland Gedrag van Ajzen (Ajzen, 1991). De 
theorie veronderstelt dat gedrag wordt gestuurd vanuit een intentie. Hoe sterker 
de intentie is, hoe groter de kans dat de persoon ook daadwerkelijk dat gedrag 
vertoont. Intenties zijn gebaseerd op de attitudes van de persoon, de verwachte 
goedkeuring van ‘significante anderen’ en de ervaren gedragscontrole. 
Sociologen hebben ook de waarde aangetoond van het betrekken van gender- en 
arbeidsattitudes van vrouwen bij het verklaren van hun arbeidsmarktgedrag, maar 
zij richten zich in het algemeen niet op de mogelijke intermediërende rol van 
concrete intenties, hier gedefinieerd als de arbeidsurenwens, tussen attitudes en 
arbeidsmarktgedrag.55 Het eerste doel van deze studie is dan ook om de 
afzonderlijke rol van de arbeidsurenwens in het besluitvormingsproces te 
onderscheiden. Inzicht in de invloed van de arbeidsurenwens op arbeidsmarkt-
gedrag is belangrijk omdat juist het idee dat wensen (en daarmee gedrag) vrij zijn, 
een belangrijke rol vervult in het huidige discours van keuzevrijheid.  

De tweede focus van de studie is te laten zien dat de arbeidsurenwens van 
moeders niet los staat van hun sociale context, maar daarin zijn gevormd en 
ingebed. Ik beschouw arbeidsmarktgedrag als een uitkomst van een proces van 
opeenvolgende besluitvormingsmomenten, als een weg die bestaat uit onderling 
afhankelijke stappen; elke volgende stap hangt af van de voorafgaand genomen 
beslissing. Wel of niet naar school gaan, een ‘streber’ zijn of niet, het al dan niet 
kiezen voor de juiste vervolgopleiding: al deze en volgende loopbaanbeslissingen 
en -stappen  kunnen niet gemakkelijk worden bijgesteld of ongedaan gemaakt. 

                                                           
55  Arbeidsurenwensen worden in deze studie gemeten als het aantal uren per week dat een moeder 

wil werken.  
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Mensen ervaren vaak de gevolgen van elke stap op het gebied van onderwijs of 
werk in de rest van hun leven. De beslissingen zijn gebaseerd op  - naast de 
persoonskenmerken (opleiding, religie, inkomen, etc) en externe omstandigheden 
- de algemene opvattingen en persoonlijke attitudes van mensen zelf.56  Mensen 
ontwikkelen hun algemene opvattingen en persoonlijke attitudes vooral tijdens 
hun kindertijd. Zij staan dan bloot aan het gedrag, de waarden en normen en 
attitudes van hun ouders of opvoeders en maken die eigen (internaliseren). 
Ervaringen en sociale interacties in hun latere leven kunnen de intensiteit van 
deze opvattingen en attitudes veranderen, maar de onderliggende aanname van 
deze studie is dat ze niet gemakkelijk worden bijgesteld in een tegengestelde 
richting.  

Het is evenwel niet alleen belangrijk om te begrijpen dat opvattingen en 
attitudes zijn gevormd, ontwikkeld en bestendigd binnen verschillende sociaal-
relationele contexten. De motivatie achter deze studie is ook: te begrijpen hoe 
sociale achtergronden de opvattingen en attitudes (en daarmee hun 
arbeidsurenwens) van moeders hebben beïnvloed en welke waarden en attitudes 
zijn doorgegeven en gecontinueerd. Anders gezegd, er wordt gezocht naar de aard 
van microsocialisatieprocessen die de diverse arbeidsurenwensen van 
Nederlandse moeders kunnen hebben beïnvloed. 

De centrale vraag van dit onderzoek is:  

Kunnen specifieke (micro) socialisatieprocessen de huidige verschillen tussen 
algemene rolopvattingen, persoonlijke gender- en arbeidsattitudes en arbeids-
urenwensen van Nederlandse moeders verklaren en hoe hebben die arbeids-
urenwensen op hun beurt invloed op het arbeidsmarktgedrag van moeders? 

De antwoorden op deze vraag worden in deze samenvatting aan de hand van de 
vier hypotheses uitgewerkt. Naast het samenvatten van de belangrijkste 
bevindingen van de studie, zet ik ook de overeenkomsten en verschillen tussen en 
de voor- en nadelen van de twee gehanteerde onderzoeksmethoden (kwalitatieve 
interviews en kwantitatieve surveyanalyse) uiteen. De kwantitatieve bevindingen 
zijn gebaseerd op statistische analyses op een aselecte steekproef (respons 935) 
van moeders (met tenminste een thuiswonend kind van 12 jaar of jonger) die 
online een enquête hebben ingevuld. En de kwalitatieve bevindingen zijn naar 
voren gekomen uit 39 interviews onder een diverse groep moeders in Amsterdam. 

De vier hypotheses in deze studie zijn:  

                                                           
56  Onder algemene rolopvatting versta ik wat mensen in het algemeen een geschikte rolverdeling 

vinden tussen de vader en moeder binnen een gezin. Persoonlijke genderattitudes verwijzen naar 
wat iemand de ideale rolverdeling vindt binnen het eigen gezinsleven (Hakim, 2000, 2003a, en 
2003b). 
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1. De feitelijke arbeidsparticipatie van een moeder is gebaseerd op het 
aantal uren dat ze wil werken. 

2 Het gewenste aantal werkuren van een moeder wordt beïnvloed door 
haar algemene rolopvatting en persoonlijke gender- en arbeidsattitudes. 

3 De rolopvatting en gender- en arbeidsattitudes van een moeder zijn 
beïnvloed door ouderlijke socialisatie tijdens de kindertijd. 

4. Een moeder onderschrijft meer egalitaire rolopvattingen en attitudes 
wanneer ze eerder professionele en carrière-ondersteuning heeft 
ervaren van significante anderen. 

1 De feitelijke arbeidsparticipatie van een moeder is gebaseerd 
op het aantal uren dat ze wil werken 

Het eerste doel van deze studie is om de verschillende keuzes die moeders maken 
met betrekking tot werk te kunnen verklaren vanuit hun verschillende 
arbeidsurenwensen. Arbeidsmarktparticipatie kan worden gesplitst in de 
beslissing om te gaan werken of thuis te blijven enerzijds en het gewenste aantal 
werkuren anderzijds. De verwachte relatie tussen arbeidsurenwensen en 
arbeidsmarktgedrag heeft, zoals gezegd, overeenkomsten met de Theorie van 
Gepland Gedrag van Ajzen en Fishbein (1973, 1991, 2005). Ajzen (1991) 
erkende dat het meeste gedrag, en dat geldt waarschijnlijk vooral voor het aantal 
werkuren, voor een deel afhangt van andere factoren die niet met intentie of 
motivatie te maken hebben, zoals de beschikbaarheid en mogelijkheden van 
noodzakelijke bronnen, bijvoorbeeld tijd, geld, vaardigheden en medewerking 
van anderen (Ajzen, 1991, p. 182). De erkenning dat gedrag is gebaseerd op 
(externe) factoren, zoals de verdiencapaciteit en professionele en sociale 
netwerken, komt overeen met micro-economische en sociologische theorieën die 
veelal de sociale context en beperkingen benadrukken waarbinnen gedrag plaats 
vindt (Becker, 1965; Cunningham et al., 2005; Reynolds, 2003; Tomlinson, 
2006).  

Allereerst toonde de kwantitatieve analyse aan dat het gewenste aantal 
werkuren de enige factor is die een significante relatie heeft met de vraag of de 
moeder werkt of niet (hoofdstuk 4). Geen van de achtergrondkenmerken van de 
moeder (bijvoorbeeld leeftijd, opleiding, religie, haar partners inkomen) had een 
direct effect op haar beslissing om te gaan werken, hun invloed werd telkens 
gemedieerd door het gewenste aantal werkuren. Voor het aantal gewerkte uren 
speelden de achtergrondkenmerken wel een rol, zoals de leeftijd van de moeder 
(tot de leeftijd van 44 daalde het aantal gewerkte uren, daarna steeg het weer), het 
inkomen van haar partner, het opleidingsniveau en hoe gelovig ze was. Toch was 
ook het gewenste aantal werkuren verreweg het sterkst gerelateerd aan het aantal 
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uren dat de moeder in werkelijkheid werkt. De arbeidsurenwens lijkt hiermee een 
goede voorspeller van arbeidsmarktgedrag. 

Het kwalitatieve onderzoek onthulde ook een ander beeld (hoofdstuk 3). De 
geïnterviewde thuisblijfmoeders hadden in het algemeen een voorkeur voor een 
kleine parttime baan, maar ze waren niet in staat om die arbeidsurenwensen in de 
praktijk te brengen. Ze werden hierbij geremd door eerdere slechte 
werkervaringen, vaak een groot aantal kinderen, hardwerkende echtgenoten of 
door hun onzekerheid of ze in staat waren deze beperkingen te overwinnen. 
Verder had hun arbeidsverleden vaak een ad hoc en lukraak karakter, zonder een 
duidelijke motivatie en zonder consistentie in hun eerdere opleidings- of 
beroepskeuzen. Het niet op elkaar aansluiten van de wensen en het gedrag van 
thuisblijfmoeders is interessant en kon niet met de kwantitatieve analyse worden 
aangetoond, doordat er in het lineaire model een hoge mate van overeenkomst 
was tussen arbeidsurenwensen en gedrag. De bevindingen bevestigen evenwel 
eerder onderzoek over dit onderwerp (Portegijs et al., 2008b; Risman et al., 1999; 
Thompson, 1989). “Women who face blocked mobility or other problems, are 
‘pushed’ toward domesticity” (Risman et al., 1999, p.323).   

2 Het gewenste aantal werkuren van een moeder wordt 
beïnvloed door haar algemene rolopvatting en persoonlijke 
gender- en arbeidsattitudes 

Het tweede doel van de studie was om de relatie tussen de algemene rolopvatting 
en persoonlijke attitudes aan de ene kant en haar arbeidsurenwensen aan de 
andere kant aan het licht te brengen. De tweede hypothese van dit onderzoek is 
vooral gebaseerd op eerder sociologisch onderzoek dat heeft aangetoond dat, om 
arbeidsmarktgedrag van vrouwen te begrijpen, we haar relevante attitudes ten 
aanzien van werk en de ideale taakverdeling tussen mannen en vrouwen binnen 
het gezin in het onderzoek moeten betrekken (Beets, Liefbroer en de Jong 
Gierveld, 1997; Hakim, 2000, 2003a-d; Hooghiemstra, 2000; Marks en Houston 
2002a; Portegijs 2008b; Risman et al. 1999). Onder algemene rolopvatting versta 
ik wat mensen in het algemeen een geschikte rolverdeling vinden tussen de vader 
en moeder binnen een gezin. Persoonlijke genderattitudes verwijzen naar wat 
iemand de ideale rolverdeling vindt binnen het eigen gezinsleven (Hakim, 2000, 
2003a, en 2003b). Persoonlijke genderattitudes blijken een sterkere relatie te 
hebben met arbeidsmarktgedrag dan algemene rolopvattingen (Cloïn, 2010; 
Hakim, 2003a; Marks en Houston, 2002a; Risman et al., 1999). Door de beide 
variabelen in de analyse van het arbeidsmarktgedrag van Nederlandse moeders op 
te nemen, kan hun relatieve invloed worden vergeleken. Een persoonlijke 
arbeidsattitude wordt in dit onderzoek aangeduid als de persoonlijke motivatie om 
naar betaald werk op zoek te gaan en te blijven werken.  
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Persoonlijke gender attitudes en algemene rolopvatting 

De kwalitatieve en kwantitatieve bevindingen bevestigen de verwachte relatie 
tussen persoonlijke gender- en arbeidsattitudes en arbeidsurenwensen (hoofdstuk 
3 en 4). Wanneer het ideaal van de moeder is om het leeuwendeel van de 
onbetaalde zorg en huishoudelijke taken voor haar rekening te nemen, terwijl haar 
partner voltijd werkt, dan is haar gewenste aantal uren aanzienlijk lager dan 
wanneer haar ideaal een gelijke verdeling van betaald en onbetaald werk tussen 
haar en haar partner is. Het gewenste aantal werkuren van een moeder is in 
mindere mate gerelateerd aan haar algemene rolopvatting. De resultaten zijn in 
overeenstemming met eerder onderzoek. Wat men geschikt en mogelijk acht voor 
anderen, vindt men niet altijd ideaal voor zichzelf. Algemene rolopvattingen 
kunnen vaag zijn, inconsistent met plannen die mensen zelf hebben of ingegeven 
door sociale wenselijkheid (Ajzen en Fishbein, 2005, p.176; Hakim, 2003c, p.63; 
Marks en Houston 2002b, p.322; Smithson en Stoke, 2005). 

Het onderzoek laat ook zien dat moeders hun arbeidsurenwensen niet 
gemakkelijk aanpassen aan de feitelijke omstandigheden. Dit blijkt uit het feit dat 
de aanwezigheid en het inkomen van een partner geen effect had op de 
arbeidsurenwensen van de moeder. De leeftijd van de moeder en het aantal 
kinderen hielden wel verband met haar arbeidsurenwens. Oudere moeders wilden 
meer uren betaald werk in vergelijking met jongere moeders, waarschijnlijk 
omdat hoe ouder haar kinderen zijn, hoe meer tijd een moeder over heeft om te 
werken. We zagen evenwel dat haar daadwerkelijke aantal gewerkte uren kleiner 
is dan dat van jongere moeders. Dit resultaat weerspiegelt mogelijk dat de 
gevorderde leeftijd van de moeder het moeilijker maakt om haar arbeidsurenwens 
in praktijk te brengen, als gevolg van haar daadwerkelijke, of in de ogen van haar 
werkgever, afgenomen productiviteitsniveau.  

De resultaten tonen ook aan dat op zijn minst een deel van moeders arbeids-
urenwens ontstond voordat zij toetrad tot de arbeidsmarkt. Zo heeft de 
aanwezigheid van een werkende moeder op 12-jarige leeftijd, een directe invloed 
op de huidige arbeidsurenwensen van haar volwassen dochter. De invloed van 
een moeder met betaald werk in de kindertijd blijkt bovendien groter dan eerdere 
studies lieten zien (Cloïn, 2010; Lut, Van Galen en Latten, 2010; Sanders, 1997; 
Van Putten et al., 2008). Er is namelijk ook een verband gevonden tussen het 
gegeven dat de respondent op 12-jarige leeftijd een werkende moeder had, en 
haar huidige opvattingen en gender- en arbeidsattitudes. Opvattingen en attitudes 
die een belangrijke relatie vertoonden met de hedendaagse arbeidsurenwens van 
moeders. 

Ook de kwalitatieve resultaten laten zien dat moeders met een voorkeur voor 
een relatief klein aantal werkuren (16-24 uur), relatief traditionele/adaptieve 
gender opvattingen en attitudes hebben.57 In andere woorden, het vaak als hun 

                                                           
57  In de interviews kon geen duidelijk onderscheid worden gemaakt tussen traditionele en adaptieve 

attitudes. Traditionele/adaptieve attitudes behelzen dat als ‘normaal’ wordt beschouwd dat de 
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natuurlijke rol beschouwen om de meeste onbetaalde gezinstaken uit te voeren, 
wat vaak neerkomt op 80 procent van de taken voor de moeders en 20 procent 
voor de vaders. 

Opmerkelijk is dat de kwalitatieve studie liet zien dat, ondanks vergelijkbare 
arbeidsurenwensen, fulltime huisvrouwen iets meer egalitair lijken dan moeders 
met kleine deeltijdbanen. De negatieve ervaring van het helemaal alleen runnen 
van een huishouden, het feit dat ze het werk missen, en de vaak onthutste of 
verontruste reacties van hun sociale omgeving op hun ‘keuze’ om fulltime 
huisvrouw te zijn lijkt de algemene rolopvatting van fulltime huisvrouwen 
egalitairder te maken. Bovendien lijken ze arbeidsmarktkeuzes van andere 
moeders niet te willen veroordelen: iedereen moet doen wat ze wil. De bevinding 
is een voorbeeld van het dynamische en wederkerige karakter van attitudes en 
gedrag. Toch pasten huisvrouwen hun opvattingen niet aan om hun huidige 
levenswijze te rechtvaardigen, zoals zou worden gesteld door (cognitieve) 
dissonantie-theoretici (Festinger et al., 1956; Kroska en Elman, 2009). Eerder 
bleek het tegenovergestelde het geval: fulltime huisvrouwen werden – tegen de 
stroom in – bijna meer egalitair. Mogelijk willen zij de keuzes van andere 
moeders niet veroordelen, in reactie op de commentaren die zij zelf op hun eigen 
manier van leven krijgen.  

De kwalitatieve resultaten lieten ook zien dat ondanks verschillen tussen de 
attitudes van moeders, er ook veel overeenkomsten zijn tussen hun persoonlijke 
levensverhalen. Bijna alle geïnterviewden bleken opvallend tevreden over de 
taakverdeling met hun echtgenoten en waren terughoudend in het uiten van 
ontevredenheid. Het kan zijn dat ze hun mannen niet willen bekritiseren, wat 
tegen het westerse ideaalbeeld van de romantische liefde in zou gaan (Beagan et 
al., 2008, p.656; Kane en Sanchez, 1994, p.1081). Het kan ook een gevolg zijn 
van de hedendaagse notie van keuzevrijheid, waarin mensen verantwoordelijk 
zijn voor hun eigen keuzes (Everingham et. al. 2007). De idee van eigen 
verantwoordelijkheid kan leiden tot interne dialogen zoals: ‘als ik niet tevreden 
ben, maar het ligt aan mijzelf, dan kan ik maar beter niets zeggen’. Dergelijke 
mechanismen, die vaak als heel persoonlijk worden ervaren, kunnen tot 
sluimerende conflicten tussen echtgenoten leiden. Dit houdt in dat er geen 
openlijk conflict is, ondanks dat tenminste een van hen de situatie als ongewenst 
beschouwt. Toch bleek vaker uit de verhalen van de geïnterviewden de 
aanwezigheid van een ‘onzichtbare’ macht, de macht van de vanzelfspre-
kendheid. De echtelijke relatie wordt gekenmerkt door geaccepteerde normen en 
vanzelfsprekende ideeën over de ‘natuurlijke’ verschillen tussen mannen en vrou-
wen, terwijl in feite een situatie van ongelijkheid bestaat (Komter, 1990a). 

Daarnaast zijn er aanwijzingen dat de ‘acceptatie’ van ongelijkheden wordt 
ondersteund door collectieve of gedeelde herinneringen (die functioneren als 

                                                                                                                                    
vader de grootste bijdrage levert aan het gezinsinkomen en de moeder het leeuwendeel van de 
onbetaalde zorg- en huishoudelijke taken voor haar rekening neemt, maar ook in deeltijd betaald 
werk verricht.  
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‘mentale codes’) aan hun eigen vaders. Uit de bevindingen van het kwalitatieve 
onderzoek kwam naar voren dat moeders de beelden van hun vaders, zittend op 
de bank met een krant, nog scherp op het netvlies hadden staan. In vergelijking 
daarmee zijn de bijdragen van hun eigen mannen in het huishouden en bij de 
opvoeding een grote verbetering.  

Toch interpreteren moeders de ‘ongelijkheden’ op verschillende manieren en 
heeft hun ‘acceptatie’ steeds een ander karakter. Moeders met traditionele/ 
adaptieve attitudes zagen geen ongelijkheden, zij beschouwden het als een 
natuurlijke situatie (moeders met kleine deeltijdbanen), of vonden dat ze niet 
mochten klagen omdat ze zelf geen betaald werk hadden (thuisblijfmoeders). 
Egalitaire moeders vonden het min of meer normaal dat hun mannen een groot 
deel van het onbetaalde werk op zich namen, maar leken resterende 
ongelijkheden te accepteren, zoals het regelen van een babysitter en het kopen 
van cadeautjes voor vrienden van hun kinderen. 

Persoonlijke arbeidsattitudes 

Slechts twee arbeidsattitudes oefenden een positief effect uit op de 
arbeidsurenwens van de moeder: “Werken (betaald) vind ik leuk “ en “Ik werk 
om economisch onafhankelijk van anderen te zijn”. Dit resultaat kan een gevolg 
zijn van het feit dat in de vragenlijst respondenten werden gedwongen om hun 
meest relevante attitudes te kiezen, doordat ze maar drie van de elf stellingen over 
hun werk- en levenshouding konden kiezen. Van de geënquêteerde moeders koos 
slechts 30 procent voor de mogelijkheid “Ik werk om economisch onafhankelijk 
te zijn”, terwijl in het geval respondenten alle mogelijke werk en levensstellingen 
kunnen kiezen, 74 procent van de moeders bevestigt dat zij het belangrijk vindt 
om economisch onafhankelijk te zijn (Merens et al., 2011, p.99). Door de 
specifieke vragenlijst kozen moeders waarschijnlijk alleen hun sterkste 
persoonlijke attitudes, die consistent en makkelijk oproepbaar in hun geheugen 
waren (Ajzen en Fishbein, 2005).  

In het kwalitatieve onderzoek onderschreven bijna alle geïnterviewde moeders 
de intrinsieke waarden van werk, zoals het doen van iets nuttigs voor de samen-
leving, zelfontplooiing en sociale contacten,  maar tegenover carrière-ambities 
stonden ze afwijzend. Uit verschillende eerdere onderzoeken is al gebleken dat 
mannen, in tegenstelling tot vrouwen, meer hechten aan instrumentele 
arbeidswaarden, zoals salarissen, carrières en aanzien (Merens et al., 2011). Dit 
is, in lijn met de redenering van deze studie, vermoedelijk omdat de meeste 
moeders niet hebben geleerd om die aspecten van werk na te streven.  

Interessant is dat de geïnterviewde moeders duidelijk van elkaar verschilden 
wat betreft één arbeidsattitude, grotendeels in overeenstemming met de 
kwantitatieve resultaten. Moeders met een egalitaire attitude zeiden dat zij onder 
meer werken om economisch zelfstandig te kunnen zijn. Voor vrouwen die 
hechten aan hun economische onafhankelijkheid, lijkt het - net als voor mannen - 
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zeer onwaarschijnlijk dat zij vanwege een ‘slechte’ baan zouden kiezen voor het 
huishouden, als de financiële situatie dat zou toestaan.  

Aan de hand van de interviews, kon ik een typologie van Nederlandse 
moeders opstellen, die wordt getoond in tabel 23.  

Tabel 23. Typologie van geïnterviewde Nederlandse moeders 

 De ‘zoekster’ De ‘bevoorrechte’ 
De ‘evenwichts-

kunstenares’ 
De 

‘ambitieuze’ 

Gemiddelde 
daadwerkelijk aantal 
werkuren 

0 16-24 uur 25-35 uur >35 uur 

Keuzevrijheid: 
‘Gevoel van 
zelfsturing m.b.t. hun 
werkleven 

- 
 

++ + ++ 

Gewenste aantal 
werkuren 

16-24 uur 16-24 uur 25-35 uur >35 uur 

Arbeidsattitude + + ++ ++ 

Hechting aan 
economische 
onafhankelijkheid 

_ _ ++ ++ 

Genderattitude Traditioneel/ 
adaptief 

Traditional/ 
adaptief 

Adaptief/ 
Egalitair 

Egalitair 

Tevredenheid met 
huidige man/vrouw 
werkverdeling 

+/- ++ +/- + 

Vroegvolwassen 
houding t.a.v. 
moederschap 

++ ++ +/- +/- 

  -=afwezig, +/-=ambivalent of variabel, +=positief, ++= heel positief 

De arbeidsverledens van huismoeders kunnen worden gekarakteriseerd als ad hoc 
en willekeurig zonder veel herkenbare motivatie achter hun eerdere educatieve of 
loopbaankeuzes, en daarom werden ze geïdentificeerd als ‘zoeksters ‘. Uit hun 
verhalen bleek dat het moeilijk was om de ‘valse’ start die ze maakten als 
jongvolwassenen, later in het leven weer goed te maken. Daarentegen was hun 
wens om moeder te worden wel duidelijk en beslist. Moeders die een kleine 
deeltijdbaan (16-24 uur) hebben en tegelijkertijd voldoen aan de Nederlandse 
norm van het zelf zorgen voor de kinderen, duidde ik aan als de ‘bevoorrechten’, 
vooral omdat ze zichzelf als bevoorrecht beschouwden. Moeders met een grote 
deeltijdbaan, die ook proberen aan de ouderlijke norm van het zelf zorgen voor de 
kinderen te voldoen konden als ‘evenwichtskunstenaressen’ worden 
gekarakteriseerd. Moeders met een fulltime baan, met de meest waargenomen 
gedragscontrole, en (bijna) symmetrische rolpatronen met hun partners, werden 
de ‘ambitieuzen’ genoemd. 
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In hoeverre moeders, vanuit maatschappelijk oogpunt, vrij zijn om hun eigen 
arbeidskeuzes te maken zoals wordt betoogd in postmoderne theorieën, stel ik ter 
discussie. Zoals ik eerder vermeldde, vertelden thuisblijfmoeders hoe ze om ver-
schillende redenen niet in staat waren om hun gewenste aantal uren te werken. In 
het bijzonder ging het om hun negatieve (werk)ervaringen en hun partners 
‘neutrale’ houding ten opzichte van hun werkambities. Thuisblijfmoeders zeiden 
ook spanning te ervaren tussen hun eigen ambivalente beslissing om te stoppen 
met werken en de maatschappelijke verwachting om uitdagend en interessant 
werk te hebben (zie ook Zimmerman, 2000, p. 343). Ook vraag ik mij af of we 
kunnen spreken van een vrije keuze, wanneer moeders een leven ‘kiezen’ dat 
perfect past bij de maatschappelijke informele normen, waarin vrouwen worden 
geacht een beperkt aantal uur per week te werken en ook een goede en aanwezige 
moeder te zijn (wat het geval is voor de ‘bevoorrechte’ moeders). En hoe kunnen 
we het ‘keuze’ noemen wanneer moeders proberen om werk en moederschap zo 
goed mogelijk te combineren, daarbij hun vrije tijd en slaap opofferend, terwijl ze 
meestal nog steeds de hoofdverantwoordelijkheid voor de onbetaalde taken 
hebben? De rollen worden langzaamaan wel gelijker verdeeld, maar dat blijft 
beperkt tot een klein groepje egalitaire moeders.  

3 Moeders algemene rolopvattingen en gender- en 
arbeidsattitudes zijn beïnvloed door ouderlijke socialisatie 
tijdens de kindertijd 

In de socialisatietheorie wordt de kindertijd beschouwd als de belangrijkste vor-
mende periode in het leven, waarmee het individu alle latere situaties zal 
vergelijken (Berger en Luckmann, 1966; Everingham et al., 2007). Primaire 
socialisatie is in het bijzonder een invloedrijk proces, omdat de emotionele 
identificatie voor een kind zonder conflicten verloopt, wat nodig is voor het 
proces van internalisatie. De ouders zijn ten slotte de enige significante anderen 
in de wereld van een kind en de dagelijkse praktijken van de ouders worden door 
het kind voor lief genomen en voelen ‘natuurlijk’ aan (Berger en Luckmann 
1966, p.154). 

Het doel van de studie was om duidelijk te krijgen wat de invloed is van 
ouderlijke socialisatie op de algemene rolopvattingen en gender- en 
arbeidsattitudes van moeders. Ten eerste bleek uit de kwantitatieve resultaten dat 
enkele ouderlijke overgedragen werk- en levensattitudes zoals “werk is een 
middel om geld te verdienen” en “zorg voor anderen is belangrijk” een 
significante relatie hadden met de huidige, traditionele of adaptieve rolopvatting 
en het ideale gezinsleven van Nederlandse moeders (hoofdstuk 5). Interessant 
genoeg lieten de kwalitatieve bevindingen zien dat moeders met traditioneel/ 
adaptieve rolopvattingen en -attitudes zich eigenlijk geen enkele expliciete 
ouderlijke boodschap over de ideale taakverdeling tussen mannen en vrouwen 
konden herinneren (hoofdstuk 7). Wat opviel in hun verhalen was juist de 
herinnering aan een vanzelfsprekende en een instemmende ‘zorgzame’ moeder. 
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Maar ze gaven ook vaak toe dat ze het onderwerp niet echt met hun moeder 
hadden besproken. 

De discrepanties tussen de kwalitatieve en kwantitatieve bevindingen kunnen 
verschillende processen illustreren. Ten eerste zou de traditionele taakverdeling 
zo natuurlijk en vanzelfsprekend voor alle gezinsleden kunnen hebben 
aangevoeld, dat er geen reden was om er expliciet over te discussiëren of te 
praten. Met vragenlijsten kunnen mensen zich evenwel min of meer gedwongen 
voelen om specifieke antwoordcategorieën in te vullen, zelfs als ze het antwoord 
niet echt weten. Uitgaande van de theorie van Ajzen en Fishbein (2005) zouden 
we mogen verwachten dat moeders alleen antwoorden kiezen met sterke en 
positieve associaties, die hen snel te binnen schieten. Zo kozen ze misschien 
direct het antwoord dat paste bij de via hun ouders doorgegeven waarden en 
attitudes. Toch zouden de kwantitatieve resultaten ook kunnen worden verklaard 
door een proces van cognitieve dissonantie: mensen rechtvaardigen hun huidige 
gedrag (Festinger et al., 1956). Als de zorg voor haar kinderen en het huishouden 
de belangrijkste huidige taak en/of verantwoordelijkheid van een moeder is, zou 
ze - misschien ten onrechte – kunnen aannemen dat haar ouders, en haar moeder 
in het bijzonder, de zorg voor anderen ook een belangrijke waarde vonden: 
waarom zou ze het zelf anders doen? Bem (1965) noemt dit het proces van ‘zelf-
overtuiging’, dat ook een product is van sociale interactie. Mensen rechtvaardigen 
hun eigen gedrag met antwoorden die ze denken dat andere mensen verwachten 
op basis van hun gedrag (Houd je van brood? Ik denk het wel, ik eet het altijd). 

Door het retrospectieve karakter van dit onderzoek, en de cross-sectionele 
onderzoeksmethoden, is het onmogelijk om de echte overgedragen ouderlijke 
normen en waarden te verifiëren. Daarom heb ik onderzocht of en welke  
verschillen er waren tussen de jeugdherinneringen van de diverse typen moeders. 

De verhalen van moeders met een meer egalitaire houding hadden inderdaad 
een eigen karakter, en vielen op door sterke herinneringen aan de rol van hun 
eigen moeder, die ofwel vrij dominant kon zijn, ofwel onwillig tegenover de 
traditionele moederrol stond of daar ontevreden mee was. Egalitaire moeders 
vertelden bovendien (relatief) veel verhalen over plotselinge en/of ongewenste 
familiegebeurtenissen. Zo werd een derde van de respondenten, om verschillende 
redenen, opgevoed door een alleenstaande moeder die zorgde voor het 
gezinsinkomen. Andere verhalen gingen over ongewone gezinssituaties – 
kostschool, een alcoholische vader, een moeder met psychiatrische problemen, 
dramatische gebeurtenissen met gezinsleden – waardoor zij min of meer werden 
‘gedwongen’ om op te groeien als onafhankelijke jonge vrouwen. Dit in tegen-
stelling tot moeders met traditionele/adaptieve genderattitudes, die regelmatig 
benadrukten dat zij afkomstig waren uit warme gezinnen en vaak vele gelukkige 
en fijne jeugdherinneringen hadden.  

Moeders met een egalitaire houding herinnerden zich vaak ouderlijke bood-
schappen over economische onafhankelijkheid en het belang van een beroepsper-
spectief. Het effect van een ouderlijke boodschap over economische 
onafhankelijkheid werd ook gevonden in de kwantitatieve analyse. Een dergelijke 
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boodschap dient beslist als leidraad voor het leven. Dergelijke boodschappen 
waren vaak afwezig in de jeugdverhalen van de traditionele/adaptieve moeders.  

De kwantitatieve resultaten toonden nog wat meer opvallende discrepanties 
tussen de primaire socialisatieprocessen van moeders met traditioneel/adaptieve 
en egalitaire genderattitudes. Zo bleken egalitaire (persoonlijke) attitudes een 
verband te hebben met de aanwezigheid van een moeder met een positieve 
werkoriëntatie (ze vond het leuk om te werken of ze had graag willen werken), 
wat eerder onderzoek over dit onderwerp bevestigt (Barret en White, 2002; De 
Valk, 2008; Trent en South, 1992; Van Wel en Knijn, 2006). Een meer objectief 
achtergrondkenmerk, het opleidingsniveau van de moeder van de respondent, is 
ook significant gerelateerd aan algemene rolopvatting van een moeder: hoe hoger 
opgeleid háár moeder, hoe egalitairder de eigen rolopvatting van de respondent is. 
Deze bevinding ondersteunt de sociale stratificatietheorie. 

Moeders algemene rolopvattingen en -attitudes hebben vaak een subtiele en 
complexe verankering in de kindertijd. Bovendien bleken er maar weinig 
ouderlijke ‘schrikbeelden’ in het kwalitatieve onderzoek; het bleek relatief 
zeldzaam dat moeders de noodzaak voelden om zich tegen ouderlijke - impliciete 
en expliciete-verwachtingen, waarden en normen te verzetten. Dit is op zich al 
interessant en zou op een relatief stabiel cultureel tijdperk kunnen duiden in 
Nederland sinds de jaren ‘70 en ‘80, waarbinnen – ondanks de toegenomen 
arbeidsparticipatie van moeders – er continuïteit en conformiteit bestaat tussen de 
twee generaties van huidige moeders en hun ouders. Waarschijnlijk hadden de 
ouders en vooral de moeders van de respondenten van dit onderzoek al (deels) de 
weg geplaveid voor hun dochters. Dit terwijl hun eigen opvoeding gedurende de 
jaren ‘50 en ‘60  een heel ander ideaal voorstond: dat waren ten slotte de 
gloriedagen van het ideaal van vrouwen als huisvrouwen en mannen als 
kostwinner (Kloek, 2009). Toch kan het ook zijn dat er een selectie-effect is 
opgetreden. Dochters die het tegenovergestelde gedrag van hun eigen ouders 
hebben ‘gekozen’, zijn misschien zelf geen moeder geworden en daarom niet 
opgenomen in het onderzoek. 

4 Een moeder onderschrijft meer egalitaire rolopvattingen en 
attitudes wanneer ze eerder professionele en carrière-
ondersteuning heeft ervaren van significante anderen 

Moeders blijven niet binnen één normatief sociaal systeem in hun leven. 
Naarmate hun levens voortgaan, raken ze betrokken bij verschillende sociale 
situaties of kringen. Elke sociale kring heeft zijn eigen normatieve en culturele 
systeem met eigen specifieke regels, normen en waarden. Ik was vooral 
geïnteresseerd in het overgangskarakter van primaire socialisatie naar secundaire 
socialisatie. Wordt dit proces gekenmerkt door herhaling en herbevestiging of 
door recreatie?  

De cross-sectionele onderzoeksopzet van het onderzoek is echter een 
beperkende factor. Hierom heb ik ervoor gekozen om me te concentreren op de 
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door moeder ervaren steun van significante anderen met betrekking tot hun 
loopbaankeuzes en carrièreambities. De theoretische keuze is eveneens genomen 
op basis van de inzichten van de socialisatietheorie van Berger en Luckmann 
(1967), de theorie van gepland gedrag (Ajzen en Fishbein, 1991, 2005) en de 
sociale leertheorie van Bandura (1977), en door verschillende partiële 
theoretische begrippen (Grube en Morgan, 1990; Tiemeijer et al., 2009, p.142). 
De theorieën hebben allemaal benadrukt dat de ervaren goedkeuring van 
significante anderen van specifiek gedrag een positieve invloed uitoefent op de 
eigen waarden en attitudes met betrekking tot dit gedrag. Ik ga hieronder in op de 
relatie tussen de ervaren steun van docenten, partners, vrienden, collega’s en 
bazen en de rolopvatting en attitudes van moeders.  

Docenten 

De kwalitatieve bevindingen lieten zien dat in het algemeen moeders zich geen 
docenten konden herinneren die hen zouden hebben gestimuleerd of gesteund bij 
het kiezen van een bepaalde beroepsrichting. Moeders die zich wel iets 
herinneren, vooral fulltime huisvrouwen, bleken nogal negatief over de 
begeleiding die ze op (de middelbare) school hadden gekregen. Slechts enkele 
geïnterviewden beschreven hoe leraren op de middelbare school hen hadden 
aangemoedigd om over hun beroepsleven na te denken, verhalen die duiden op 
een potentiële positieve invloed van leraren op de werkaspiraties van  moeders. 
Het voor de hand liggende voordeel van kwantitatieve analyses is dat grotere 
groepen respondenten worden aangesproken, en verbanden op een meer 
statistische manier kunnen worden bekeken. De kwantitatieve analyse liet 
inderdaad zien dat het aanmoedigen van de beroepskeuze van de moeder door 
(een van) haar leraren, significant gerelateerd is aan haar egalitaire persoonlijke 
genderattitude (d.w.z. haar ideale gezinsleven). 

Partners 

Eerder onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat rolopvattingen tussen partners vaak 
vergelijkbaar zijn en dat de attitude van beide partners belangrijk is bij de 
beslissing van moeders om al of niet te werken (Inman-Amos et al., 1994; Geist, 
2005; Philliber en Vannoy-Hiller, 1990; Uunk, 1996; Vlasblom en Schippers, 
2005). Die conclusie wordt bevestigd door zowel de kwalitatieve als de 
kwantitatieve resultaten van dit onderzoek. Ten eerste toonde de kwantitatieve 
analyse dat egalitairdere algemene rolopvattingen (en daarmee ook haar  ideale 
gezinsleven) samenhangen met in hoeverre een moeder zich gesteund voelt in 
haar werkambities door haar partner. Vanwege de relatief beperkte informatie uit 
de kwantitatieve analyse, is het bijzonder interessant om dit resultaat te 
vergelijken met de kwalitatieve resultaten. 

De levenslopen van moeders laten zien dat moeders eerder zoeken naar 
relaties die de in de kindertijd gevormde zelf-identiteiten in stand houden dan 
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relaties die deze afwijzen. De egalitaire geïnterviewden deelden vaak hun leven 
met partners die hun carrièreambities ondersteunden en die bereid waren om een 
(bijna) gelijk deel van de onbetaalde taken in huis op zich te nemen. Egalitaire 
moeders hoefden dus over het algemeen niet minder te gaan werken wanneer hun 
man een veeleisende baan had. Verhalen van traditionele/adaptieve moeders 
lieten tegenovergestelde patronen zien: hun werkambities, met name met 
betrekking tot de wekelijkse werkuren, werden zelden expliciet besproken met 
hun partners, zoals ook blijkt uit eerder Nederlands onderzoek van Portegijs 
(2008b; ook Keuzenkamp, 2009). Bovendien voerden deze moeders de veel-
eisende baan van hun partners aan als een van de redenen waarom zij voor de 
thuisblijfoptie hadden gekozen. De studie toont echter aan dat dit recht-
vaardigingsmechanisme mank gaat, zoals eerder ook betoogd door Van Doorne-
Huiskes en Schippers (2010). Hun vroegere beslissingen met betrekking tot werk, 
die vaak het terugschroeven van hun aantal gewerkte uren inhielden, waren 
gebaseerd - althans gedeeltelijk en lang niet altijd uit volle overtuiging - op hun 
eigen traditionele of adaptieve genderattitudes, waardoor het voor hun partners 
mogelijk werd hun veeleisende baan voort te zetten. 

Niettemin had het selectieproces voor sommige traditionele/adaptieve 
moeders onbedoeld nadelige gevolgen voor hun eigen leven. Ze leefden voort in 
sociaal-relationele contexten waarin hun beroepsleven geen aandacht kreeg. Geen 
van beide partners was zich waarschijnlijk bewust hoe rolpatroonbevestigend hun 
inrichting van het dagelijks leven is. Een seksestereotiepe taakverdeling kan 
bovendien negatieve gevolgen hebben voor de vaders, omdat hun betrokkenheid 
als vader (onbedoeld) in de kiem wordt gesmoord door de keuze van de moeder 
om minder te werken.  

Mensen op het werk 

De kwantitatieve analyse toonde een relatief sterke relatie tussen de ervaren steun 
van motiverende leidinggevenden en/of collega’s bij het realiseren van het 
volledige potentieel van een moeder op het werk en van moeders egalitaire 
genderwaarden en -attitudes. De kwalitatieve bevindingen lieten (opnieuw) zien 
hoe een proces van zelfselectie kan verlopen: moeders die een egalitaire attitude 
hadden ‘geërfd’, ontmoetten relatief vaak, althans in vergelijking met traditionele/ 
adaptieve moeders leidinggevenden die hen stimuleerden om op werkterrein alles 
uit zich zelf te halen.  Een stimulerende leidinggevende ontmoeten lijkt dan ook 
eerder een gevolg van moeders eigen attitudes dan een oorzaak. Opvallend is dat 
eerder onderzoek juist het tegenovergestelde patroon heeft aangetoond: de 
ambities en potenties van moeders worden vaak genegeerd door leidinggevenden 
(Estes, 2005; Karatepe en Kilic, 2007; King, 2008; Moen en Yu, 2000), wat bij 
draagt aan het terugtrekken van moeders uit de arbeidsmarkt.  
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Peers 

De impact van ‘peers’ op de gender- en werkatttitude van moeders is onbeslist. 
De kwantitatieve analyse liet geen significant effect zien. Een reden zou kunnen 
zijn dat, zoals blijkt uit de interviewanalyse, moeders over het algemeen niet tot 
een homogene peer groep behoren, zoals adolescenten. Nederlandse moeders 
hebben eerder een mix van goede oude vrienden en nieuwe kennissen. Toch kan 
‘de buitenwereld’, zo voelen sommige geïnterviewden het althans, moeders 
gevoelens onder druk zetten. Vooral thuisblijfmoeders blijken gevoelig voor de 
kritische blik en reacties van andere mensen. Maar ook een aantal verhalen van 
egalitaire moeders onthullen dat ‘traditionele’ sociale milieus redenen voor hen 
waren om te verhuizen naar andere wijken, waar ze meer waren omringd door 
mensen met gelijksoortige attitudes. Een mechanisme dat laat zien dat mensen 
niet gemakkelijk hun attitudes aanpassen, maar eerder manieren vinden om ze 
met de realiteit in overeenstemming te brengen. 

De verhalen van moeders laten zien dat hun levenspaden al vanaf de 
kindertijd een zekere mate van continuïteit vertonen. Moeders met egalitaire 
rolopvattingen en genderattitudes die in de jeugd zijn ontstaan, geven relatief 
vaak aan dat zij op latere leeftijd relevante anderen hebben ontmoet, zoals 
docenten, partners en bazen en collega’s, die hen stimuleerden om zich 
professioneel te ontwikkelen.  

Conclusies 

Moeders arbeidskeuzes binnen gedeelde en persoonlijke sociale structuren  

In Nederland is ‘een goede moeder’ een moeder die in deeltijd werkt en 
bescheiden gebruik maakt van professionele dagopvang. Moeders krijgen maar 
weinig institutionele en morele ruimte om een andere invulling te geven aan hun 
moederrol, door geen betaald werk te hebben of juist fulltime te werken. Hoewel 
het tegenwoordig mogelijk is voor Nederlandse moeders om buiten de dominante 
normen van de maatschappij te handelen, moeten ze dan wel tegen – onschuldige 
en minder onschuldige - opmerkingen en vragen over hun manier van leven 
kunnen. Ondanks deze gedeelde maatschappelijke context, verschillen moeders 
duidelijk in hun opvattingen over wat men hoort te doen als moeder. Dit komt 
voort uit het feit dat een deel van de opvattingen en attitudes van moeders in de 
kindertijd verschillend zijn ‘gevormd’ en in hun verdere leven gedeeltelijk in 
stand zijn gehouden. Met andere woorden: de individuele keuzes van 
Nederlandse moeders zijn diep sociaal geworteld. Moeders worden bij hun 
beslissingen ‘geleid’ door (onzichtbare) sociale beperkingen en mogelijkheden, 
die hen binden binnen het dominante sociale systeem, maar hen onderscheiden op 
het persoonlijke microniveau. 
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Ten eerste liet de studie zien dat verschillende arbeidsurenwensen de uiteen-
lopende arbeidsmarktbeslissingen van moeders kunnen verklaren. De 
arbeidsurenwens van een moeder lijkt dan ook een goede indicator voor haar 
toekomstige arbeidsmarktbeslissingen. De arbeidsurenwens van moeders kan niet 
geheel worden opgevat als een vrije uiting, maar eerder als vaak een 
genderspecifieke en gesocialiseerde voorkeur. Het socialisatieproces vindt 
evenwel meestal buiten het bewustzijn plaats, en dus ziet een moeder haar 
arbeidsurenwens als haar eigen voorkeur, wat bijdraagt aan het voortbestaan van 
het discours van vrije keuze. 

De studie liet zien hoe individuele arbeidsurenwensen zijn ingebed in de 
sociale context, dat wil zeggen zijn verweven in gezamenlijke en persoonlijke 
sociale structuren die (onzichtbare) beperkingen en mogelijkheden bevatten. 
Voorbeelden van gedeelde sociale structuren zijn: het sociale script van de 
Nederlandse samenleving voor moeders om parttime te werken en de ‘magische’ 
grens van ten hoogste drie dagen kinderopvang (Kremer, 2007) met de 
bijbehorende maatschappelijke instellingen (bv. kinderopvang en schooltijd-
schema); het ‘niet-klagen’-discours over de ongelijkheid binnen de huiselijke 
kring onder alle geïnterviewde moeders (ongelijkheden die worden 
gerechtvaardigd door verschillen in karakter of de ‘natuurlijke’ verschillen tussen 
mannen en vrouwen); het genderspecifieke vasthouden van moeders aan 
intrinsieke werkwaarden en de onwil om zich te hechten aan instrumentale 
werkwaarden, zoals salarissen en carrières, en, ten slotte, de gedeelde 
herinneringen van moeders aan de geringe bijdragen van hun eigen vaders aan de 
huishoudelijke taken, die de bijdragen van hun mannen een grote verbetering 
doen lijken. 

Deze gedeelde sociale structuren worden niet door alle moeders op dezelfde 
manier ervaren en geïnternaliseerd, maar hebben een eigen samenstelling bij elke 
vrouw waarvan de basis is gevormd in de kindertijd. Binnen de studie kwamen 
een aantal specifieke en uiteenlopende ouderlijke mentale en verbale codes naar 
voren, die de Nederlandse moeders ‘leiden’ in hun arbeidsmarktgedrag. Mentale 
codes die konden worden onderscheiden waren bijvoorbeeld, een stille, 
instemmende, tevreden of vanzelfsprekende moederfiguur, of juist de herinnering 
aan een onwillige, ontevreden of sterke moeder en/of een die de enige kostwinner 
was. Verschillende overtuigende verbale codes waren ‘je moet werken om 
economisch onafhankelijk te worden’, of ‘zorgen voor anderen is belangrijk’. 
Overdrachten van deze mentale en verbale codes met betrekking tot ‘wat je hoort 
te doen’ volgens ouders, leraren, partners, mensen op het werk, en ‘de 
buitenwereld’ bleken vitale sociale contexten waarbinnen moeders hun eigen 
waarden en attitudes hebben ontwikkeld en beslissingen nemen over hun leven. 

Wensen en gedrag van moeders zijn dus stevig verankerd in hun gedeelde en 
persoonlijke sociale structuren. Bij het verkrijgen van een beter begrip van de 
keuzes van mensen, moeten we - in plaats van de nadruk te leggen op het verhaal 
van de vrije keuze - de collectiviteit en verbondenheid van mensen nader 
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onderzoeken, ofwel zoals Smart (2007) het heeft geformuleerd, voorrang geven 
aan de banden tussen mensen. 

Toekomstig onderzoek 

Hiërarchische lagen binnen socialisatie 

In deze studie is de rol van de sociaaleconomische achtergrond of sociale klasse 
bij de ouderlijke socialisatie onderbelicht.  Eerder onderzoek heeft evenwel 
aangetoond dat ouderlijke invloeden per sociaaleconomische groep verschillend 
zijn (Kraaykamp, 2009; Lareau, 2007). Lareau (2007) heeft bijvoorbeeld met haar 
kwalitatief onderzoek laten zien hoe vooral ouders uit de middenklasse aan de ene 
kant, en ouders uit de arbeidersklasse en arme ouders aan de andere kant, 
verschillen in hun overdracht van sociaal-culturele voordelen. Kinderen uit de 
middenklasse hebben vaak voordeel van een opvoedingsstijl gedefinieerd als 
“concerted cultivation”, waarbij de talenten van kinderen worden gestimuleerd 
door het aanbieden van gestructureerde vrijetijdsactiviteiten en van bredere 
manieren van denken. Hierdoor leerden ze goed om te gaan met professionals 
(artsen en leerkrachten) en andere volwassenen buitenshuis en krijgen ze het 
gevoel recht te hebben op bepaalde privileges. Het is niet moeilijk voor te stellen 
dat verschillen in voordelen tussen kinderen uit de middenklasse en kinderen uit 
de arbeidersklasse toenemen naarmate ze ouder worden, in het bijzonder vanaf 
het moment dat individuen toetreden tot de arbeidsmarkt. Het zou daarom 
interessant zijn om longitudinaal onderzoek (bijvoorbeeld door middel van 
observerende participatie) te doen, dat kan laten zien hoe verschillen in 
socioculturele erfenissen en bagage van kinderen invloed hebben op hun sociale 
interacties in het latere leven, in het bijzonder op belangrijke momenten in hun 
loopbaan. Dat soort onderzoek is echter duur en moeilijk te verwezenlijken, dus 
een alternatief zou zijn om te luisteren naar biografieën van mensen en de ver-
schillen met betrekking tot hun sociaaleconomische achtergrond en hun huidige 
gedrag te vergelijken. 

Rolpatroonbevestigende micro-interactionele praktijken 

In het algemeen onderzoeken relatief weinig hedendaagse sociale studies welke 
rolverdeling en ideeën ouders als vanzelfsprekend beschouwen. Mogelijk ligt de 
oorzaak daarvan in de huidige populariteit van grootschalige kwantitatieve steek-
proefstudies bij sociaalwetenschappelijke tijdschriften, waarin de sociale 
werkelijkheid wordt gepresenteerd op een goed gedefinieerde en gestructureerde 
manier. Dat type onderzoek is niet bijzonder geschikt om de routinematige en 
tegenstrijdige processen bloot te leggen, die sociale interacties op microniveau 
karakteriseren. Onderzoek naar de micro-interactionele orde helpt om de opbouw 
en bestendiging van de sociale realiteit van mensen te begrijpen en onthullen. 
Vooral de sociale interactionele orde tussen mannen en vrouwen is interessant, 
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omdat, zoals (in beperkte mate) is getoond in deze studie, routinematige en 
vanzelfsprekend beschouwde verdelingen van arbeid, zoals de soms nauwelijks 
besproken beslissing om het aantal uren werk te verminderen of te stoppen met 
werken, de verdere emancipatie van moeders en vaders in de weg zou kunnen 
staan. De studie bracht bijvoorbeeld een aantal praktijken aan het licht hoe 
Nederlandse moeders rolpatrooncompenserende strategieën uitvoeren “doing 
gender”,  die helpen om hun en onze sociale genderstructuur in stand te houden 
(West en Zimmerman, 1987). Gedurende de werkweek verdelen ze in gelijke 
mate de betaalde en onbetaalde arbeid met hun echtgenoten, maar in het weekend 
ontslaan ze hun partners van de plicht zich met huishoudelijke taken en 
opvoedingszaken bezig te houden, zodat zij hun ‘mannelijkheid’ kunnen 
herbevestigen door ‘mannelijke’ dingen te doen in hun vrije tijd. Daarnaast bleek 
uit de kwalitatieve bevindingen, dat Nederlandse moeders zich nauwelijks bewust 
zijn van gender issues, ofwel de sociale constructies van mannelijkheid en 
vrouwelijkheid. Het tegengestelde was eerder het geval: de geïnterviewde moe-
ders benadrukten juist de individuele of ‘natuurlijke’ aspecten van de dagelijkse 
werkverdeling tussen hen en hun partner. Uit hun verhalen bleek echter duidelijk 
dat hun sociale praktijken en persoonlijke percepties van hoe de dingen zijn, 
moeten zijn of gedaan moeten worden een rolpatroonbevestigend karakter 
hebben. Meer kwalitatief diepte-onderzoek, waarin beide ouders worden 
opgenomen, met name gericht op het openbaren van de tegenwoordig vaak 
subtiele, complexe en verborgen rolpatroonbevestigende sociale praktijken met 
onbedoelde gevolgen voor beide partners, zou de emancipatie van mannen en 
vrouwen verder kunnen helpen.  

In dit onderzoek heb ik me toegespitst op moeders, maar het zou –tenslotte- 
ook interessant zijn om een soortgelijk onderzoek te doen onder vaders. Zo 
kunnen onzichtbare - gedeelde en persoonlijke - structuren worden onthuld die 
betrekking hebben op hun beslissingen en dagelijkse praktijken rond hun 
vaderschap en hun activiteiten op de arbeidsmarkt. Aangezien de 
arbeidsmarktactiviteiten van vaders veel homogener zijn dan die van moeders, 
zouden de verschillen in aantal uren die ze besteden aan huishoudelijke zaken en 
opvoedpraktijken een vertrekpunt voor onderzoek kunnen zijn. 

Politieke relevantie 

Het doel van de Nederlandse overheid is om vrouwen bewust te maken van het 
belang van hun economische zelfstandigheid. Op dit moment is circa 50 procent 
van de Nederlandse vrouwen economisch zelfstandig. Recent onderzoek heeft 
aangetoond dat Nederlandse vrouwen die niet economisch zelfstandig zijn, zich 
vaak niet bewust zijn van de financiële risico’s van hun situatie. Ze voelen zich 
onafhankelijk met hun lage salaris en zijn niet bezig met de mogelijkheid dat het 
inkomen van hun partner zou kunnen verminderen of uitvallen door scheiding, 
ziekte of werkloosheid (De Hoog en Van Egten, 2012, p.69). Met andere 
woorden, de boodschap van de overheid is dat vrouwen die werkloos zijn of 
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kleine deeltijdbanen hebben, hun activiteit op de arbeidsmarkt moeten 
intensiveren. Het heftige publieke debat dat op gang kwam nadat deze politieke 
doelstelling bekend was gemaakt, toont aan dat het idee dat vrouwen de ‘plicht’ 
hebben om economisch zelfstandig te zijn, de meeste Nederlanders niet aanstaat. 
Misschien is het vooral de bemoeienis van de overheid met de ‘vrije keuze’ waar 
men moeite mee heeft, omdat men ervan uitgaat dat mensen prima in staat zijn 
om hun identiteit te kiezen en manier van leven in te richten. Ondanks deze 
reacties, wil de Nederlandse overheid de totale werkzame beroepsbevolking tot 
80 procent verhogen in 2020. Enkele resultaten van dit onderzoek kunnen in het 
licht van dit beleid relevant zijn. 

Ten eerste blijkt uit de studie dat vrouwen die onder meer werken om econo-
misch zelfstandig te zijn - 30 procent van de Nederlandse moeders – vaker werk 
hebben en meer uren werken in vergelijking met moeders voor wie economische 
onafhankelijkheid geen motivatie is. Bovendien herinneren moeders die waarde 
hechten aan hun economische zelfstandigheid, zich vaak dat hun ouders hen 
impliciet of expliciet stimuleerden om financiële autonomie te bereiken. We 
kunnen er dus van uitgaan dat de motivatie voor economische zelfstandigheid bij 
moeders vaak al sterk is ingeprent tijdens hun jeugd, via verbale 
overtuigingskracht en/of ouderlijke (onbedoelde) mentale codes. Dit betekent niet 
dat boodschappen die vrouwen later in hun leven ontvangen over het belang van 
financiële onafhankelijkheid geen effect hebben. In lijn met de resultaten van dit 
onderzoek verwacht ik echter dat deze boodschap het meest effectief is in de 
adolescentie of in de vroege volwassenheid. In het verlengde hiervan is ook 
relevant dat het onderzoek het belang heeft aangetoond van de 
beroepskeuzebegeleiding door leerkrachten in relatie tot de huidige egalitaire 
houding van vrouwen en dus hun voorkeur voor relatief meer uren werk. Dit leidt 
tot de conclusie dat de steun van de leerkrachten tijdens de vroege volwassenheid 
(hoewel leraren zelf hun rol wel eens onderschatten) bepalend en blijvend kan 
zijn in het leven van mensen. Door jonge vrouwen te helpen bij hun beroepskeuze 
kunnen leerkrachten vrouwen stimuleren in hun beroepsambities en deelname aan 
de arbeidsmarkt. Hun ondersteuning zal nog meer aan kracht winnen als zij jonge 
vrouwen ook duidelijk maken waarom financiële autonomie belangrijk is. 

Ten slotte is er de niet onbelangrijke rol van leidinggevenden op het werk. 
Eerder onderzoek heeft aangetoond dat het mechanisme van genderspecifieke 
lage verwachting van leidinggevenden met betrekking tot de werkambities van 
moeders, leidt tot een terugtrekking van moeders uit de arbeidsmarkt. Mijn 
onderzoek laat zien dat wanneer een moeder bij de invulling van haar werk wordt 
gesteund door haar leidinggevende (of andere mensen op het werk) dit haar 
egalitaire opvattingen en attitudes kan versterken. Steun van leidinggevenden 
draagt dus op een indirecte manier bij aan het stimuleren van moeders activiteiten 
op de arbeidsmarkt. In dit licht is het belangrijk dat werkgevers of 
leidinggevenden moeders aanmoedigen om op werkterrein het beste uit zichzelf 
te halen. Ik geloof dat dergelijke persoonlijke interacties een creatief en 
transformerend effect kunnen hebben. Ze kunnen helpen de als vanzelfsprekend 
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beschouwde structuur van het sociale leven open te breken en stapsgewijs de 
genderspecifieke aard van de sociale orde te veranderen. 
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Appendix 1 

Overview of respondents 
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Appendix 2 

Outcomes of the underlying (logistic and linear) regression 
analyses and bilateral correlations of variables: Chapter 4 

Table 4Lo. Results of logistic and ordinal regression analyses of the dependent 
variables: work (yes or no).  

 Work Work* 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1. Preferred work hours .188 .015 .000 .188 .012 .000 
2. Level of education  .058 .103 .569    
3. Attendance to religious 

gatherings  
.027 .087 .761    

4. Age  .006 .138 .964    
5. Age squared / 100 -.003 .157 .984    
6. Partner present  .359 .925 .698    
7. Partner no income -.155 .298 .603    
8. Income partner -1.771 2.147 .410    
9. Number of children  .213 .172 .215    
10. Age youngest child <4 -.088 .320 .783    
11. Age youngest child <8 -.439 .307 .153    
12. Age youngest child <12 (ref)       
Constant -1.236 3.312  -1.675 .192  
N 648    817  
Nagelkerke R .563    .583  
DF 8    7  

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 

‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Table 4Li1. Results of linear regression analyses of the dependent variables:  number 
of work hours.  
 Work hours Work hours * 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1.  Preferred work hours 524 .023 000 .526 .023 .000 
2.  Level of education  1.056 .205 .000 1.034 .204 .000 
3.  Attendance to religious gatherings  -.688 .191 .000 -.731 .186 000 
4.  Age  -1.340 .303 .000 -1.431 .291 .000 
5.  Age2 1.597 .350 .000 1.700 .335 .000 
6.  Partner present  5.955 2.728 .029 5.507 2.651 .038 
7.  Partner no income -31.207 7.448 .000 -30.385 7.225 .000 
8.  Income partner -4.643 1.188 .000 -4.517 1.148 .000 
9.  Number of children  -.354 .354 .318    
10.  Age youngest child <4 -.741 .656 .259    
11.  Age youngest child <8 -.261 .625 .677    
12.  Age youngest child <12       
Constant 63.957 9.173  64.206 8.922  
N 546   546   
R2 .562   .562   
DF 11   8   

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 

‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Table 4Li2. Results of linear regression analyses of the dependent variables:  
preferred  number of work hours.  
 Preferred work hours Preferred work hours* 

 B S.E. Sig B S.E. Sig. 

1.  Level of education  .580 .344 .092 .764 .295 .010 
2.  Attendance to religious gatherings  .343 .298 .250    
3. Age  1.765 .457 .000 1.761 .419 .000 
4.  Age squared / 100 -2.077 .527 .000 -2.030 .480 .000 
5.  Partner present  -4.439 4.444 .318    
6.  Partner no income 14.380 12.279 .242    
7.  Income partner 1.997 1.973 .312    
8.  Number of children  -1.544 .531 .004 -1.410 .468 .003 
9.  Age youngest child <4 1.072 1.000 .284    
10.  Age youngest child <8 -.459 .942 .626    
11.  Age youngest child <12 (ref)       
12.  General gender values 12.520 3.516 .000 11.553 3.194 .000 
13.  Ideal family life 3.796 .679 .000 3.760 .619 .000 
14.  A good education is important. .985 .999 .324    
15.  I want to fulfil my full potential.  .849 1.056 422    
16.  Caring for others is important. 1.622 1.012 .110    
17.  I like to work. 3.098 1.009 .002 2.305 .780 .003 
18.  I work to be valued by my social 

environment. 
3.413 2.677 203    

19.  I only want to do what I really 
want. 

1.126 1.048 .283    

20.  Work is above all a mean to earn 
money. 

1.722 1.108 .121    

21.  I work to be financially 
independent of others. 

3.834 1.060 .000 2.648 .836 .002 

22.  I work to contribute to society.  1.431 1.454 .325    
23.  When I do not do paid work. I feel 

less worthwhile.   
3.556 1.678 .034   

 

24.  I work to make a career. 1.460 3.180 646    
25.  Educational level father.  -.060 .413 .884    
26.  Educational level mother .274 .505 .588    
27.  Parental family life -.310 .565 .584    
28.  Did your mother have paid work 

when you were twelve years old? 
3.067 1.068 .004 3.051 .826 .000 

Constant -48.124 14.879  -36.624 8.660  
Rsquare .214   .218   
N 740   825   
Degrees of freedom 27   8   

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 

‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Table 4P. Bilateral (Pearson) correlations of dependent and independent variables 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Work 1       
Work hours .*** 1      
Work  preference .664*** .702*** 1     
Education .164*** .257*** .192*** 1    
Religiousness -.051 -.176*** -.073* .041 1   
Partner .034 -.150*** -.088** .034 .089* 1  
Age -.103** -.028 -.092 -.092** -.012 -.113*** 1 
Age square -.129*** -.028 -.099** -.099** -.003 -.114*** .994*** 
Partner’s Income -.007 -.158*** -.131*** -.028 .115** .847*** .030 
No income -.009 -.123** .129*** .046 -.090* -.732*** -.004 
Number of 
children 

-.024 -.187*** .037 .037 .247*** .204*** -.057 

General gender 
values 

.353*** .407*** .329*** .274*** -.233*** -.049 .014 

Ideal family life .322*** .357*** .367*** .226*** -.164*** -.135*** .035 
I like to work .272*** -.036 .147*** .058 .035 .092** .016 
 I work in order to 
become 
economically 
independent 

.135*** .205*** .182*** .041 -.121*** -.107*** .045 

Mother in paid 
work 

.116*** .121** .170*** .068* -.068* .001 -.176*** 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  

Table 4P. (continued) Bilateral (Pearson) correlations of dependent and independent 
variables 

 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 

Age square 1        
Partner’s Income .030 1       
.No income -.004 -.973*** 1      
 Number of 
children 

-.081** .209*** -.176*** 1     

General gender 
values 

.002 -.107** .092** -112*** 1    

Ideal family life .019 -.168*** .140*** -.090** .474*** 1   
 like to work .004 .067* -.048 .024 .121*** .132*** 1  
 I work in order to 
become 
economically 
independent 

.040 -.110*** -.093** -.069* .201*** .170*** -.086** 1 

 Mother in paid 
work 

-.178*** -.018 .018 -.024 .078* .096** .009 .089*** 

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001  
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Appendix 3 

Outcomes of the underlying (linear and nominal) regression 
analyses General Gender Values and Ideal family life: Chapter 5 

Table 5Li2. Results of linear regression analyses of the dependent variable: General 
gender values*  

 General gender values General gender values* 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1.  Level of education  .027 .004 .000 .026 .004 .000 
2. Attendance to religious gatherings  -.023 .003 .000 -.022 .003 .000 
3. Age  .017 .005 .001 .017 .005 .001 
4.  Age squared / 100 -.019 .006 .001 -.018 .006 .002 
5.  Partner present  -.014 .014 .316  .  
6.  Educational level father -.006 .005 .244    
7.  Educational level mother .012 .006 .042 .009 .005 .060 
8.  Work oriented mother .021 .013 .096 .020 .010 .060 
9.  Home oriented mother .007 .011 .553    
       
Work/life messages parents       
10.  A good education is important. -.002 .010 .843    
11.  You have to carry out your full potential.  .019 .011 .094    
12.  Caring for others is important. .007 .011 .529    
13.  Work is fun. .011 .021 .586    
14.  By work you are valued by the social 

environment. 
.001 .018 .943    

15.  You should only do what you really want. -.007 .011 .540    
16.  Work is above all a mean to earn money. -.017 .014 .200 -.021 .013 .101 
17.  You should work in order to be 

financially independent of others. 
.011 .010 .262    

18.  You should work in order to contribute to 
society.  

.021 .015 150    

19.  When you are not in paid work. you are 
less worthwhile.   

.122 .083 .141   
 

20.  Making  a career is important. -.002 .020 .915    
Constant -.123 .114  -.117 .109  
Rsquare .150   .152   
N 740   762   
Degrees of freedom 20   7   

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 

‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010.  
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Table 5Li3.  Results of linear regression analyses of the dependent variable: General 
gender values, including as indepedent variables control variables, primary and 
secundary socialization factors   

 General gender values General gender values* 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1.  Level of education  .023 .004 .000 .022 .004 .000 
2.  Attendance to religious gatherings  -.022 .003 .000 -.022 .003 .000 
3.  Age  .016 .005 .001 .017 .005 .001 
4.  Age squared / 100 -.018 .006 .002 -.018 .006 .002 
5.  Partner present  -.020 .014 .167    
6.  Educational level father -.004 .005 .366    
7.  Educational level mother .013 .006 .023 .013 .005 .011 
8.  Work oriented mother .008 .011 .470    
9.  Home oriented mother .018 .013 .152    
       
Work/life messages parents       
10.  A good education is important. -.003 .010 .740    
11.  You have to carry out your full 

potential.  
.016 .011 .166    

12.  Caring for others is important. .003 .010 .740    
13.  Work is fun. .012 .021 .562    
14.  By work you are valued by the social 

environment. 
-.002 .017 .900    

15.  You should only do what you really 
want. 

-.005 .011 .626    

16.  Work is above all a mean to earn 
money. 

-.014 .014 .298    

17.  You should work in order to be 
financially independent of others. 

.011 .010 .277    

18.  You should work in order to contribute 
to society.  

.019 .015 .195    

19.  When you are not in paid work. you 
are less worthwhile.   

.133 .082 .107   
 

20.  Making  a career is important. -.004 .020 .843    
21.  Professional support of teachers 9.483 .014 .995    
22.  Career support of parents -.016 .011 .138    
23.  Career support of brother of sister .004 .028 .874    
24.  Career support of partner .029 .012 .017 .024 .011 .026 
25.  Career support of friends .022 .019 .235    
26.  Career support of supervisors or 

colleagues 
.036 .012 .002 .042 .011 .000 

27.  Career support of others (ref)       
Constant -1.107 .115  -1.126 .108  
Rsquare .171   .172   
N 740   762   
Degrees of freedom 25   7   

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error. 
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, 

‘Women and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, 
November 2010. 
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Table 5No2. Results of nominal regression analyses of the dependent variable: Ideal 
Family life (Work centered = reference category) 

Home Ideal family life Ideal family life* 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1.  General gender values ‐12.231  1.262  .000  -12.381 1.263 .000 
2.   Level of education           

1. 1.435  1.011  .156  1.818 .996 .068 

2. 1.394  .873  .110  1.735 .865 .045 
3. .708  .942  .452  1.039 .937 .267 
4. .774  .874  .376  1.108 .870 .203 
5. .759  .879  .388  1.114 .880 .205 
6.ref          

3.   Attendance to religious 
gatherings  

**         

4.  Age  ‐.374  .136  .006  -.335 .134 .012 
5.  Age squared / 100 .412  .155  008  .370 .152 .015 
6.  Partner present  ‐1.408  .513  .006  -1.419 .509 .005 
7.  Educational level father **         
8.  Educational level mother **         
9.  Home oriented mother .253  .312  .417     
10.  Work oriented mother .651  .406  .109  .848 .352 .016 
11.  A good education is important. .052  .286  .855       
12.  You have to carry out your full 

potential.  
.467  .353  .185       

13.  Caring for others is important. ‐.014  .299  .962  ‐.080  .293  .785 
14.  Work is fun. ‐.687  .629  .275  ‐.645  .629  .304 
15.  Through  work you are valued by 

your social environment. 
.659  .563  .242       

16.  You should only do what you 
really want. 

.150  .302  .621  .106  .296  .716 

17.  Work is above all a way to 
receive income. 

.120  .361  739       

18.  You have to work in order to be 
financially independent of others. 

.697  .329  .034  .685  .324  .035 

19.  You should work in order to 
contribute to society.  

.178  .444  .688       

20.  When you don’t perform paid 
work. you are less worthwhile.   

**           

21.  Making  a good career is 
important. 

.728  .706  .302     
 

Intercept 9.334  3.129    9.903  3.030   
Adaptive            

1.  General gender values ‐5.708  .740  .000  ‐5.712  .735  .000 
2.  Level of education             

1. .716  .609  239  .698  .598  .243 
2. .925  .435  .034  .880  .421  .037 
3. 1.005  ..459  028  .978  .450  .030 
4. .984  .416  .018  .985  .404  .015 
5. .133  .424  .754  .178  .416  .668 
6. ref            

3.  Attendance to religious 
gatherings  

**           

4.  Age  .014  .103  .889  .019  .102  .851 
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5.  Age squared / 100 ‐.034  .117  .775  ‐.037  .116  .751 
6.  Partner present  ‐1.080  .289  .000  ‐1.060  .287  .000 
7.  Educational level father **           
8.  Educational level mother **           
9.  Home oriented mother .068  .206  .743       
10.  Work oriented mother  .384  .230  .095  .356  .190  .061 
11.  A good education is important. ‐.244  .185  .189       
12.  You have to carry out your full 

potential.  
.260  .213  .223       

13.  Caring for others is important. ‐.476  .186  .011  ‐.474  .183  .010 
14.  Work is fun. ‐.868  .386  .024  ‐.804  .382  .028 
15.  Through  work you are valued by 

your social environment. 
.149  .315  .638       

16.  You should only do what you 
really want. 

‐.345  .194  .075  ‐.320  .188  .088 

17.  Work is above all a way to 
receive income. 

.048  ..244  .843       

18.  You have to work in order to be 
financially independent of others. 

‐.217  ..184  .238  ‐.242  .182  .183 

19.  You should work in order to 
contribute to society.  

.037  .273  891       

20.  When you don’t perform paid 
work. you are less worthwhile.   

**           

21.  Making  a good career is 
important. 

.072  .352  .838       

Intercept 2.888 2.322  3.161 2.256  
Nagelkerke .368    .359  
Chi-Square Pearson 2059.100    2052.308  
df 1582    1576  
N 817    817  

       

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women 

and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 
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Table 5No3. Results of nominal regression analyses of the dependent variable: Ideal 
Family life (work centered = reference category). 

Home Ideal family life Ideal family life* 

 B S.E. Sig. B S.E. Sig. 

1.  General gender values -11.851 1.280 .000 -11.982 1.278 .000 
2.  Level of education        

1. .924 1.080 .392 1.300 1.047 .214 
2. 1.055 .948 .266 1.380 .919 .133 
3. .317 1.010 .754 .675 .986 .494 
4. .524 .947 .580 .868 .924 .347 
5. .669 .954 .483 1.093 .931 .241 
6.ref       

3.  Attendance to religious gatherings  **      
4.  Age  -.390 .139 .005 -.365 .137 .008 
5.  Age squared / 100 .423 .158 .007 .397 .155 .011 
6.  Partner present  -1.422 .514 .006 -1.456 .510 .004 
7.  Educational level father **      
8.  Educational level mother **      
9.  Home oriented mother -.290 .322 .367    
10.  Work oriented mother .564 .416 .175 .765 .360 .033 
11.  A good education is important. -.039 .294 .893    
12.  You have to carry out your full 

potential.  
.481 .363 .186    

13.  Caring for others is important. -.010 .313 .974 -.081 .302 .789 
14.  Work is above all fun. -.600 .650 .356 -.533 .649 .411 
15.  Through  work you are valued by 

your social environment. 
.598 .577 .300    

16.  You should only do what you really 
want. 

.137 .314 .661 .110 .304 .719 

17.  Work is above all a way to receive 
income. 

.239 .368 .516    

18.  You have to work in order to be 
financially independent of others. 

.743 .339 .028 .740 .333 .026 

19.  You should work in order to 
contribute to society.  

.145 .461 .754    

20.  When you don’t perform paid work. 
you are less worthwhile.   

**      

21.  Making  a good career is important. .545 .694 .432    
22.  Professional support of teachers .873 .479 .069 .882 .470 .060 
23.  Career support of parents -.144 .884 .871    
24.  Career support of brother of sister .525 1.300 .686    
25.  Career support of partner 1.072 .471 .023 1.077 .403 .012 
26.  Career support of friends -.202 .748 .787    
27.  Career support of supervisors or 

colleagues 
1.283 .498 .010 1.290 .490 .008 

28.  Career support of others (ref)       
Intercept 7.127 3.456  7.905 3.110  

Adaptive       
1.  General gender values -5.667 .746 .000 -5.670 .741 .000 
2.  Level of education        

1. .567 .619 .360 .569 .884 .277 
2. .843 .448 .060 .807 .427 .059 
3. .920 .465 .048 .901 .453 .047 
4. .921 .426 .031 .931 .408 .022 
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5. .109 .431 .800 .171 .418 .682 
6.ref       

3.  Attendance to religious gatherings  **      
4.  Age  .013 .103 .899 .015 .102 .884 
5.  Age squared / 100 -.034 .117 .770 -.034 .116 .766 
6.  Partner present  -1.057 .294 .000 -1.051 .291 .000 
7.  Educational level father **      
8.  Educational level mother **      
9.  Home oriented mother .066 .208 .752    
10.  Work oriented mother .371 .233 .111 .339 .191 .076 
11.  A good education is important. -.271 .187 .141    
12.  You have to carry out your full 

potential.  
.243 .216 .259    

13.  Caring for others is important. -.501 .189 .008 -.499 .184 .007 
14.  Work is above all fun. -.877 .387 .024 -.840 .381 .028 
15.  Through  work you are valued by 

your social environment. 
.124 .318 .688    

16.  You should only do what you really 
want. 

-.359 .196 .067 -.333 .189 .079 

17.  Work is above all a way to receive 
income. 

.078 .245 .751    

18.  You have to work in order to be 
financially independent of others. 

-.219 .185 .238 -.245 .182 .179 

19.  You should work in order to 
contribute to society.  

.036 .275 .895    

20.  When you don’t perform paid work 
you are less worthwhile.   

** 
 

  
 

 

21.  Making  a good career is important. .086 .353 .808    
22.  Professional support of teachers .292 .258 .258 .277 .255 .277 
23.  Career support of parents .071 .439 .872    
24.  Career support of brother of sister .162 .089 .766    
25.  Career support of partner .009 .223 .968 .053 .202 .793 
26.  Career support of friends .047 .337 .888    
27.  Career support of supervisors or 

colleagues 
.326 .215 .128 .317 .211 .133 

28.  Career support of others (ref)       
Intercept 2.276 2.406  2.845 2.253  
Nagelkerke .390   .382   
Chi-Square Pearson 1989.2

18 
  2013.37

0 
  

df 1572   1588   
N 817   817   

       

1. *After stepwise deleting the most insignificant variables  
2. B: unstandardized regression coefficient. 
3. S.E.: standard error.  
4. Source: Merged data from questionnaires: ‘Politics and Values’, ‘Work and Schooling’, ‘Women 

and their social environment’, Liss Panel, Centerdata, University of Tilburg, November 2010. 
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