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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? 

 


