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Partner’s Resources 
and Adjusting Working 
Hours in the Netherlands: 
Differences Over Time, 
Between Levels of Human 
Capital, and Over the 
Family Cycle

Ellen Verbakel1

Abstract

We study to what extent adjustments in labor market participation, defined 
as employment entry and exit, and as increases and reductions of weekly 
working hours, depend on resources of the partner. Moreover, we investigate 
whether the influence of the partner depends on historical period, human 
capital, and children. We are especially interested in the economic-based 
hypothesis that people are more likely to reduce working hours when their 
partners have more resources. We use retrospective information on labor 
market careers of 5,685 respondents and their (ex-)partners (Family Surveys 
of the Dutch Population 1998-2003). Our results provide little support for 
the economic hypothesis, and we suggest that family formation and cultural 
factors are more important predictors for male and female labor market 
participation adjustments in the Netherlands.

Keywords

working hours, labor market career, couples, event-history analysis

1Tilburg University, Netherlands

Corresponding Author:
Ellen Verbakel, Department of Sociology, Tilburg University, P.O. Box 90153, 
5000 LE Tilburg, Netherlands
Email: E.Verbakel@uvt.nl

 at Universiteit van Tilburg on October 4, 2010jfi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jfi.sagepub.com/


Verbakel 1325

Introduction

A partner who is successful in the labor market is advantageous for an indi-
vidual’s financial well-being because of the partner’s positive contribution to 
the household income but might, at the same time, be disadvantageous for 
individual labor market outcomes, as a result of financial disincentives. This 
is the essence of the economic hypothesis based on the argument that couples 
divide labor with efficiency in mind. Households need time and money to 
function, and because decisions on labor market participation have strong 
consequences for the availability of time and income in the household, it is 
indeed plausible that labor market characteristics of both partners contribute 
to decisions on each spouse’s labor market participation (Bernasco 1994; 
Blossfeld & Drobnic, 2001). New home economists argue that to maximize 
household productivity, the spouse with the highest earning capacities spe-
cializes in paid work and that the other partner specializes in unpaid work 
(Becker, 1981). This hypothesis has been translated into the more general 
prediction that the incentive to work long hours is weaker for someone who 
has a successful partner; also, someone whose partner has a successful career 
can afford not to work or to work fewer hours (Bernasco, de Graaf, & Ultee 
1998; Hendrickx, Bernasco, & de Graaf, 2001; Sorensen, 1983).

Earlier research showed mixed and weak support for the economic mech-
anism behind a couple’s labor division. There is some support for a restrictive 
influence of husbands’ human capital on female labor market participation, 
which is in concordance with the economic hypothesis (Bernardi, 1999; 
Bernasco, 1994; Davies, Elias, & Penn, 1994; Sorensen, 1983), but it is some-
times only found in couples with children (Hendrickx et al., 2001; Lundberg, 
1988). However, it has also been concluded that wives’ labor market resources 
(education and income) do not affect husbands’ labor market entry or exit 
(Bernasco, 1994), whereas others concluded that wives’ education is a resource 
instead of a disincentive for husbands’ probabilities to find a job (Brynin & 
Francesconi, 2004). This challenges the economic hypothesis.

In this study, we set out to evaluate the economic hypothesis in the Dutch 
context and aim to sort out the inconclusiveness of earlier findings. We 
expect this inconclusiveness about the effect of spouse’s resources on labor 
market participation to be due to a lack of specification. First, we believe the 
historical context needs to be considered. Much research has shown that 
during the past decades, attitudes toward working women and mothers have 
become less traditional (Treas & Widmer, 2000). The traditional male bread-
winner model is increasingly replaced by other arrangements, a trend also 
seen in the Netherlands (Van Gils & Kraaykamp, 2008). Because female labor 
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is considered to be both desirable and necessary from both women’s and 
men’s points of view (Oppenheimer, 1977), the negative incentive of hus-
bands’ resources on wives’ working hours may have become weaker, 
whereas the modern view of equal division of labor might have increased the 
impact of wives’ resources on husbands’ working hours adjustments. If the 
way spouses influence each others’ working hours has indeed been subject to 
change, results depend strongly on the observation window considered. The 
neglect of a historical perspective in earlier studies might therefore be an 
important reason for the discrepancies between the findings so far. A second 
condition that may affect the way in which the labor market resources of the 
spouse influence working hours adjustments is individual human capital. 
A successful husband might reduce the working hours of a poorly educated 
wife, whereas a successful husband is not enough reason for a highly educated 
wife to lower her working hours because this would harm her future career 
opportunities. The third condition we investigate is the presence of children in 
the household. We expect that the influence of the spouse’s resources is 
stronger when there are young children in the household, because the pres-
ence of young children requires another balance of time and money in the 
household (van der Lippe, 2001).

Note that it is not likely that couples’ decisions on working hours adjust-
ments depend solely on economic factors but on cultural factors as well 
(Hakim, 2000; Van Wel & Knijn, 2006). The role specialization hypothesis, 
for instance, suggests that men are responsible for household income, espe-
cially if they have a family, and therefore work full-time. Women usually 
follow an employment pattern that corresponds with the traditional female 
role: Women work full-time until they marry or have children; then they are 
responsible for the caring tasks until the youngest child is old enough, and 
finally they often increase working hours again (Myrdal & Klein, 1956; 
Sorensen, 1983; van der Lippe & Siegers, 1994). Besides general norms in 
society, personal values may determine labor market participation decisions 
as well. Based on a panel study, Jansen and Kalmijn (2000) found that modern 
values with regard to young women’s emancipation lead to more working 
hours for women in the Netherlands after the first child is born.

This study focuses especially on the economic hypothesis, and sets out to 
put it to a new test. We believe the right test is an analysis of the partner’s 
human capital on the probability of entering or leaving the labor market, or 
increasing or reducing working hours in a time-dependent setup. We will 
extensively control for individual human capital and the family cycle, and we 
will consider several kinds of labor market participation adjustments: transi-
tions into and out of employment (entry and exit) and changes in weekly 
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working hours (increase and reduction) of both men and women. Moreover, 
we will investigate three conditions under which the restrictive effect of 
spouses’ resources is more likely to show up: historical period, the level of 
individual human capital, and the presence of children. For this purpose, we 
pooled three waves (repeated cross sections) from the Family Surveys of the 
Dutch Population (1998, 2000, and 2003), which include detailed retrospec-
tive information on the labor market careers of 5,685 respondents and their 
spouses. We address the following research questions: (a) To what extent are 
working hours adjustments determined by labor market resources of the part-
ner? (b) Under which conditions, specified as historical period, individual 
human capital, and the presence of children, do partner’s resources influence 
working hours adjustments?

We think that investigating the case of the Netherlands increases the 
chance of finding support for the economic hypothesis. The Netherlands, 
known as a part-time working country, has a very large variety in working 
hours, both for women and for men (Blossfeld & Hakim, 1997). In 2006, 
40% of Dutch women between the ages of 15 and 65 were nonemployed 
and were not looking for a job. Of all employed women, one third worked 
full-time and two thirds had part-time jobs ranging from 12 to 34 hr a week 
(www.cbs.nl/statline). One of seven Dutch working men had a part-time 
job (mainly more than 20 hr a week) in 2006, which is high compared  
to other countries (Delsen, 1998). Part-time work is highly accepted in  
the Netherlands, and even strongly preferred because outsourcing child 
care for 5 days a week is largely considered as undesirable (Portegijs & 
Keuzenkamp, 2008). It is obvious that a cultural climate that allows indi-
vidual choices is well suited to allow economic grounds to be decisive. In 
addition, compared with many other countries, the Netherlands is typical in 
the sense that a household usually does not need two full-time incomes to 
have a decent living, but that (one or) one and a half income is sufficient 
(Henkens, Grift, & Siegers, 2002; Plantenga, 1993). This feature stimulates 
specialization, and enables couples to decide to reduce working hours, at 
least of one of the partners.

Theory
The economic hypothesis that we will test can be summarized as follows. If 
one’s spouse has a favorable position on the labor market, one has economic 
incentives to work less or to stop working completely and has no economic 
incentives to enter the labor market or to increase working hours (Bernasco, 
1994; Hendrickx et al., 2001; Sorensen, 1983). We think that the restrictive 
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influence of spouse’s resources on adjustments of labor market participation 
depends on several factors, and we will put forward three expectations in 
this respect.

First, we hypothesize that the role of the spouse in labor market participa-
tion decisions has changed over time. According to traditional values about 
the sexual division of work in marriage, married women should not work, or 
at least not work full-time, and women should make the decision to reduce 
working hours as soon as the household can afford it, that is, when the husband 
makes enough money. These traditional values coincide with the idea of 
restrictive partner effects, so we expect the restrictive partner effect to be 
particularly strong for women in earlier decades. Nowadays, the traditional 
norm about female labor market participation has weakened, so for women it 
has become less important whether a reduction in working hours can be real-
ized. On top of that, because of emancipation processes, women want to work 
nowadays, regardless of their husbands’ position (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; 
Sorensen, 1983). The cultural modernization process therefore predicts that 
for women, support for the economic hypothesis has weakened over time.

The same prediction can be derived on the basis of developments in social 
policy. The Dutch social welfare system had long been designed on the basis 
of a male breadwinner model, which discouraged female employment, but has 
shifted toward a system that is underpinned by the “adult-worker model” 
(Lewis, 2001). Its basic assumption is that all adults are employed and are self-
sufficient, autonomous individuals. Women used to be discouraged, but they 
are now encouraged to work as the new welfare system especially harms people 
who reduce labor market activity. This policy change might have stimulated 
women not to let the husbands’ resources be a reason for scaling back. As a result, 
the negative influence of the human capital of the partner has become weaker. 
In addition, the expansion of child care during the past decades (Portegijs, 
Cloïn, Ooms, & Eggink, 2006) might have lowered the need for specialization 
between partners, again leading to the prediction that the economic hypothesis 
has lost explanatory power. In 3 years’ time only (between 2001 and 2004), the 
supply of child care for 0- to 3-year-old children has increased by one third and 
for 4- to 12-year-old children by two thirds (Statistics Netherlands, www.cbs 
.nl/statline). In sum, we expect that for women, support for the economic 
hypothesis has become weaker over time. The existence of such a trend has 
been shown in Britain with respect to female labor market participation after 
the birth of the first child (Joshi & Hinde, 1993).

With respect to men, we expect that modernization of norms has led to the 
opposite result compared to women. In a traditional view, men are supposed 
to work full-time regardless of the household situation, leaving no room for 
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a wife’s influence on the number of working hours. The modern view on 
the sexual division of work is that there should be more equality between 
husband and wife. This does not only imply a stimulation for women to work 
more but also a stimulation for men to work somewhat less to have time 
to care for children. Moreover, emphasis on a more equal division of labor 
between husband and wife has loosened the standard of a full-time job, which 
leaves room for reactions to incentives that come from the wife’s labor 
market situation (Bielby & Bielby, 1992). Therefore, we predict that for men, 
support for the economic hypothesis has become stronger over time.

Second, we argue that the degree to which the resources of the partner 
impose work-related incentives depends on the human capital of the individ-
ual. We assume that men and women with higher levels of human capital 
make decisions more independently of their spouses’ situation. Following the 
economic argument on the individual level, people with more human capital 
and corresponding earning capacity have stronger economic incentives to 
spend time on paid labor and have more to lose if they decide to work less or 
to stop working completely. That is why they are more inclined to let the 
impact of their own human capital prevail and act more independently from 
their spouses. High levels of human capital do not only make division of 
labor unattractive for individuals; new home economists reason that even for 
the household, division of labor becomes less beneficial if the earning capac-
ities of the wife are high (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991). These arguments lead 
us to expect that the economic hypothesis will be supported more strongly for 
people with little human capital than for people with a lot of human capital.

Third, we expect the presence of children to be a condition for restrictive 
partner effects. Childless couples do not experience strong time demands in 
the household. They will probably not prefer to lower their working hours at 
the cost of household income, and thus the economic hypothesis applies only 
weakly. Couples with children, however, value time more highly at the expense 
of income. In the Netherlands, couples dislike “outsourcing” their children 
for 5 days a week (Portegijs, Hermans, & Lalta, 2006), so the presence of 
young children induces a preference for fewer working hours. In such a situ-
ation, it becomes important whether one of the two spouses is successful 
enough to make it affordable for the other spouse to work less. In other words, 
when children are born, the economic incentives become more prevalent, and 
thus we argue that the economic hypothesis will find stronger support for 
couples with children than for couples without children. Hakim (2000) 
argued that women do not make a choice between work and family until they 
get married or have children. This might imply that the labor market situation 
of the husband has no influence before the couple has children, and becomes 
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of influence only when children are born. Indeed, Lundberg (1988) found a 
negative effect of the husband’s income on his wife’s labor market participa-
tion only if the couple had children, and Hendrickx et al. (2001) showed that 
the husband’s income lowers his wife’s likelihood to reenter the labor market 
if the couple have children.

Data
We compile the Family Surveys of the Dutch Population that were collected 
in 1998, 2000, and 2003 (de Graaf et al., 1998, 2000, 2003). These cross-
sectional surveys cover the Dutch population between the ages of 18 and 70 
with an overrepresentation of couples, and are representative with respect to 
region, sex, age, and education. The data are based on structured face-to-
face interviews and self-completion questionnaires, which were identical for 
primary respondents and their cohabiting or marital partners (secondary 
respondents). The net response rate varies between 40.6% and 52.6%, 
which is normal for this kind of survey design in the Netherlands. In total, 
5,764 respondents (primary respondents and their partners) have been inter-
viewed. Our analyses will be based on a sample of 5,685 individuals who are 
20 years or older at the time of the interview. A retrospective design has been 
used in which respondents were asked to reconstruct, with exact dates, their 
careers in several domains. This means that every change in any life domain 
and the times of these changes are recorded. As a result, the data contain 
complete labor market and demographic careers of the respondent and his 
or her partner until the time of the interview. Retrospective questions gen-
erally struggle with recalling issues. Several features of the data and data 
collection strengthen our confidence that the data produce reliable life his-
tories. First, occupations, partners, and children are very salient issues in 
one’s life, which increases the likelihood of accurate recall (van der Vaart, 
1996). Second, respondents have reported about their own lives instead of 
on the lives of others (de Vries, 2006). Third, the modules with retrospective 
questions in the interview were preceded by a “career recollection tool” that 
helped the respondent to produce an overview of all the jobs he or she once 
held, in the correct order and complete with starting and ending dates and a 
brief description of the job.1 On the basis of this retrospective information, 
we construct a person-month file. We start observing each respondent in the 
month after one finished school and end observing him or her at the moment 
of survey. For each month, the necessary information has been coded. We 
analyze working hours adjustments of all women and men in our data, 
regardless of whether they were primary or secondary respondents, and we 
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base the analysis on the months in which respondents were between 20 and 
55 years of age.

Changes in Labor Market Participation
We are interested in four possible changes in labor market participation: 
employment entry, employment exit, increase of working hours, and reduc-
tion of working hours. We apply discrete-time event history analysis with 
repeated events to establish the effects of independent variables on the prob-
ability to experience each of these four events (Allison, 1982; Yamaguchi, 
1991). Employment entry is defined as finding a job after a period of nonem-
ployment, and we record the transition into employment in the month the 
respondent found a job. The risk set for the analysis on employment entry 
consists of all months in which respondents do not have a job. Employment 
exit is defined as exactly the opposite—a transition from an employment 
situation to a nonemployment situation—and the risk set consists of all 
months in which respondents have a job. Working hours represent actual work-
ing hours, and changes therein can be either within a job or between jobs, 
which are both recorded in our data. An increase of at least 8 hr a week is 
considered as a transition into more working hours. This means that we only 
regard at least one working day more a week as a substantial change in the 
total number of working hours for the household. We top-coded the number 
of working hours at 60 hr a week, so obviously, only in months that the 
respondent works 52 hr at the most is he or she at risk to increase working 
hours. Analogously, a reduction of 8 or more hours a week is regarded as a 
transition into fewer working hours, and respondents are only at risk in the 
months they work at least 9 hr a week. Note that respondents can experience a 
particular event more than once in our data. Descriptive information on the 
events is displayed in Table 1. The number of events ranges from 552 (males 
who increase working hours) through 1,842 (females who leave the labor 
force). Generally, women adjust their working hours more often than men.

Relationship Status, Partner’s Labor 
Market Resources, and Control Variables
There are two general approaches to analyze the influence of independent 
variables on events. The first approach is based on the idea that the decision 
to change one’s working hours is a response to another change in the couple’s 
life. For example, the reduction of working hours of the wife may be the 
consequence of an increase in the husband’s occupational status. In this 
approach, both the independent and the dependent variables are measured as 
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events. We did not choose this approach because we think that people do not 
react instantly to an event, and because it is difficult to determine or estimate 
how long the time lag between the events will be. To overcome this problem, 
we have chosen a second approach, that is, to model the independent vari-
ables as states (or situations). For example, we will estimate a model in which 
the occupational status of the husband is the independent variable and the 
reduction of working hours of the wife is the dependent variable.

We distinguish four categories of relationship status: singleness, noncohab-
iting relationship, unmarried cohabitation, and marriage. This time-dependent 
variable is based on the start and end date of the relationship between the 
respondent and his or her (ex-)partner and on the dates that they moved to 
another relational category, for example from a noncohabiting relationship to 
unmarried cohabitation. For former relationships, only cohabiting or married 
relationships could be distinguished.

Information on partner’s labor market resources has been added in all 
months that the respondent had a relationship (noncohabiting, cohabiting, or 
married) with that specific partner. Our information on the respondent’s part-
ner at the moment of interview is complete; for ex-partners, educational 
attainment is known in the 1998 and 2000 surveys, and last occupation only 
in the 1998 survey. We consider four partner characteristics. Education has 
been measured in years of schooling, varying from 6 years for elementary 
education to 20 years for a postgraduate degree.2 A dummy variable indicates 
whether the partner has a job (employed = 0 and nonemployed = 1). If the 

Table 1. Number of Events for Females and Males by the Extent to Which Their 
Labor Market Participation Changed

 Entry Exita  More hours Fewer hours

 Females Males Females Males  Females Males Females Males

1 day  126  8   46   3 8-15 hr 304 308 461 347
2 days  289  5  129   2 16-23 hr 172 197 345 166

3 days  287  24  252  16 24-31 hr  55  31 122  29

4 days  201  36  216  29 32-39 hr  22  11  42  13

5 days  298 589  979 483 ≥40 hr   7   5  17   9

≥6 days   40 174  220 196      

Total 1,241 836 1,842 729 Total 560 552 987 564

Source: Family Survey of the Dutch Population 1998, 2000, 2003.
a. For three women and one man, it is not known how many days they worked before they left the 
labor market.
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spouse has a job, we measure his or her occupational status by the Interna-
tional Socioeconomic Index (ISEI). Finally, we include the number of 
working hours of the partner. Although wages might correspond more closely 
to the economic perspective, the reliability of this kind of information is 
believed to be limited in retrospective designs. As an alternative way to mea-
sure the impact of the partner’s resources, we have constructed difference 
scores between the respondent’s and the partner’s educational level and ISEI. 
This approach shows to what extent it matters whether the partner is higher 
educated or has a higher occupational status than the respondent, which is 
more closely related to the ideas of new home economics. Results of this 
sensitivity analyses will be discussed; results reported in the models refer to 
the general way of measuring partner’s resources. All partner variables are 
time dependent. Missing values on partner’s educational level, occupational 
status, and number of working hours have been imputed with mean scores. 
For the partners for whom missing values are the result of the absence of a 
job, the dummy variable with a score of 1 for partner’s joblessness takes 
account of the missing cases. For the partners for whom missing values indi-
cate real missing information, dichotomous indicators have been included in 
the models (coded 1 for missing); the effects of these indicators are not shown 
in the tables.

We have a relatively large set of indicators of individual human capital to 
ascertain that effects of the spouse’s labor market resources are not con-
founded with the effects of one’s own human capital. Educational attainment 
has been measured in years of schooling (6-20 years). Occupational status 
has been measured by the ISEI (Ganzeboom, de Graaf, & Treiman, 1992). 
In the months that people are nonemployed (and thus at risk of experienc-
ing employment entry), we used the occupational status of the last job (if 
any, otherwise we have a missing case). Work experience is the total number 
of months (transformed into years) that a person has been employed at a 
particular moment. During nonemployment spells, the amount of work expe-
rience remains unchanged, and continues to rise again in the month a new 
employment spell starts. We added a quadratic term of work experience as 
well, so that the duration effect is well covered. A dummy variable indicates 
whether people have any supervisory authority over other employees. In 
case of nonemployment, we again included the information on the last job. 
Finally, the number of weekly working hours ranges from 1 up to 60. Miss-
ing values on education, (last) occupational status, and working hours have 
been imputed with mean scores, and dummy variables (score 1 if initial 
value is missing) have been added to the models (but will not be reported in 
the tables); missing values on (last) supervisory authority have been cap-
tured in an extra category. All five human capital indicators are time 
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dependent except for education, because people start to be at risk after 
finishing education. Religiosity is included as a proxy for traditional values. 
If either the respondent or the partner (if any) is religious, we assume the 
couple to be religious.

The presence and age of children have been classified in four categories, 
and varies over the life course: no children, youngest child is under the age 
of 4, youngest child is 4 years or older and still living in the household, and 
children have left the parental home (empty nest). A fifth category comprises 
missing values. This information is based on the dates of birth of all children, 
the dates that each child has left the parental home (if there is missing infor-
mation, we assume the child left home on age 18), and, in exceptional cases, 
the dates of children’s death. We do know whether respondents have children 
from prior relationships, but we have no information on where they are 
living. These children are assumed to have left the home of the father after 
the divorce and to live in the household of widowed fathers and divorced or 
widowed mothers (until the age of 18).

In all models, we include controls for historical period, duration of 
being at risk, and number of earlier experienced events. Historical period 
is controlled for by means of five dummy variables: 1940-1959, 1960-1969, 
1970-1979, 1980-1989, and 1990-2003. To test whether the influence of part-
ner’s human capital has changed over time, we construct linear interaction 
terms between, for example, partner’s education and year, in which year has 
been recoded to 0 for the first period, and to 1.5, 2.5, 3.5, and 4.7 for the four 
other periods. This implies that historical changes can be interpreted in 
decades. The duration of being at risk of experiencing employment entry, 
employment exit, or an increase or reduction in working hours, respectively, 
has been divided into five categories: less than 2 years, 2 to 4 years, 5 to 9 years, 
10 years or more, and a category that comprises missing values. Because we 
model repeated events (e.g., a respondent can leave the labor market more 
than once), the likelihood of experiencing an event might be dependent on the 
prior event history (Allison, 1982). Therefore, we include a time-dependent 
variable that indicates how many times the respondent has experienced the 
event of employment entry, employment exit, increase in working hours, or 
reduction in working hours, respectively, before. We will not control for age 
because it correlates strongly with work experience, especially for men. In 
addition, we believe that the effects of the life course are captured sufficiently 
by the relationship status and the age of the children.

All independent variables, apart from historical period and duration, are 
lagged 1 month to ascertain that they represent the situation before the transition 
took place. The analysis will be done separately for men and women. Table 2 
shows descriptive statistics for all independent variables for females and males.
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Results

Before we consider the impact of partner’s resources on changes in labor 
market participation, we first pay attention to the impact of having a partner. 
Tables 3 and 4 show the results of relationship status for women and men, 
respectively. Married women are clearly less likely to extend their labor market 
participation, that is, to enter the labor market or to increase their weekly 
number of working hours, than single women. At the same time, labor market 
exit and reduction of working hours are much more common among married 
women, followed by unmarried cohabiting women, than among noncohabit-
ing and single women. The differences are substantial: Compared to single 
women, married women are almost half as likely to enter the labor market 
and to increase their working hours, about 4.5 times as likely to leave the 
labor market, and almost 3 times as likely to reduce their working hours. This 
pattern perfectly corroborates the role theory that emphasizes women’s caring 
role if they have a family. Adjustments in male labor market participation 
partly depend on relational status as well, but to a much lesser extent than 
women’s. Exit chances are lowest for married men, but also (non)cohabiting 
men are less likely to leave the labor market than single men. This result is in 
line with male role expectations: Men who are responsible for a family show 
stronger labor market attachment.

The models in Tables 3 and 4, which are only based on respondents with 
a partner, reveal to what extent adjustments in labor market participation of 
women and men depend on the resources of the partner. If people make 
such decisions on economic grounds, there should be a negative relationship 
between partner’s education, occupational status, and employment on one 
hand and increases in labor market participation on the other hand, and a posi-
tive relationship between partner’s resources and decreases of labor market 
participation. Overall, we have to conclude that such a relationship is not 
found, and that our results do not support the economic hypothesis. Among 
many nonsignificant effects, we find only two exceptions: Women with highly 
educated husbands are more likely to reduce working hours (b = 0.049; 
exp(b) = 1.05), and reducing working hours is more likely for women who 
have an employed husband (b for partner no job =  –0.520). Furthermore, 
there are some indications of opposite partner effects. This means that a 
resourceful spouse does not restrict the other spouse’s labor market participa-
tion but enhances it. We find, for example, that a woman whose husband has 
a high occupational status is less likely to leave the labor force (b = –0.005). 
One could argue that a successful husband might allow the family to pay for 
child care, which enables the wife to uphold her labor market participation. 
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However, a Dutch study on female employment and child care shows that 
female employment in the Netherlands does not depend on the costs of child 
care (Ooms, Eggink, & Van Gameren, 2007). Moreover, the costs for child 
care in the Netherlands are regressive, which implies that higher earners pay 
more for formal child care facilities. Another indication of supportive partner 
effects results from the observation that partners’ employment status or work-
ing hours affect the likelihood of a reduction of labor market participation. 
Women are less likely to reduce working hours if their husbands work many 
hours (b = –0.014), and men with nonemployed wives are more likely to 
leave the labor market (b = 0.697), or in other words, having an employed 
wife prevents men from becoming nonemployed.3 The conclusion does not 
alter when we measure the effect of the partner’s resources as a difference 
score between a partner’s and respondent’s education and occupational status 
(models not shown). We observe one significant partner effect only: A woman 
is more likely to reduce working hours if her husband is higher educated than 
she is. We have to conclude that neither way of measuring partner effects 
leads to clear support for the economic hypothesis.

A brief look at other interesting results from our analysis shows that indi-
vidual human capital enhances labor market participation of women and 
restrains them from lowering their working hours (except for the positive 
effect of female education on the odds of reducing working hours), whereas 
for men results are mixed: Men with a high occupational status are less likely 
to exit the labor market or to reduce working hours, but also less likely to 
increase them. Education stimulates a reduction in male working hours. Fur-
thermore, women are found to be more likely to stop working and are less 
likely to become employed if they (and/or their partner) are religious. Finally, 
the presence of young children has a strong positive effect on labor market 
exit and reduction of working hours of women, whereas it negatively affects 
women’s labor market entry and increase of working hours. When children 
are at a school-going age, it is the other way around: Women are more likely 
to increase their labor market participation and less likely to reduce it. Chil-
dren hardly affect male decisions with respect to labor market participation, 
except for the finding that men are less likely to become employed when they 
have children.

Although we find no strong support for the economic mechanism so far, 
we think it is too early to reject it completely. We suggested that the restric-
tive effect of partners’ resources might very well be present only in certain 
situations. To test these hypotheses, we include interaction terms between 
partner’s resources on one hand, and historical period, human capital, and 
children on the other hand. The results are displayed in Table 5 for women 

 at Universiteit van Tilburg on October 4, 2010jfi.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jfi.sagepub.com/


Verbakel 1349

and in Table 6 for men. The upper panel considers the historical perspec-
tive. We had expected that the economic mechanism was mainly important 
for women in earlier decades. Evidence is not very convincing; we only 
find that the negative relationship between husbands’ employment status 
and women’s odds of becoming nonemployed in earlier decades has turned 
positive in recent decades (from –0.700 to –0.700 + 4.7 × 0.226 = 0.362). 
The hypothesis that men would experience more restriction from their 
partners’ resources nowadays than they did in the past needs to be rejected 
completely. It is surprising that despite the major societal changes with 
respect to attitudes toward division of labor, the way spouses affect each 
other has not changed that much. The neglect of a historical perspective in 
most earlier research does not seem to be the reason for the inconclusive-
ness of the findings.

A second condition we study is individual human capital, and we had 
expected that decisions concerning labor market participation of people with 
a lot of human capital are less influenced by their partners’ resources, and that 
the economic mechanisms will mainly apply to people with little human cap-
ital. In general, support is very meager again. There are hardly any significant 
interaction terms in the second panel of Tables 5 and 6. There is one indica-
tion that women with much human capital make labor market participation 
decisions more independently from their spouses’ resources than their coun-
terparts with little human capital: Husbands’ education increases the odds of 
reducing the working hours of poorly educated women (b = 0.176) but has no 
impact on the odds for highly educated women (b = 0.176 – 14 × 0.010 = 
0.036). However, it usually seems that partners’ resources enhance instead of 
restrict labor market participation of people with little human capital, which 
contradicts our hypothesis. For example, a highly educated wife increases the 
odds of entering and decreases the odds of leaving the labor force of a poorly 
educated man, but wives’ education does not affect the same odds of highly 
educated men. And also, husbands’ education stimulates the increase of work-
ing hours for women with a low occupational status, but not for women with 
a high occupational status.

Finally, we test whether the economic mechanism holds up under the con-
dition that the couple has children. Childbirth often requires more time 
investments in the household at the expense of time investments on the labor 
market. It seems likely that this is the moment for couples to base working 
hours adjustments on economic considerations. This hypothesis finds partial 
support (see lowest panel in Tables 5 and 6). Childless women’s decisions to 
leave the labor force or to reduce working hours are independent of their 
husbands’ educational achievement, but mothers are more likely to leave 
the labor force or to reduce working hours if they have highly educated 
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husbands. Not exactly the same, but in the same direction, are the effects on 
women’s probability to enter the labor market: Whereas childless women can 
benefit from their husbands’ education and occupational status, mothers find 
no support from their husbands’ resources. Although these results do not indi-
cate that mothers’ entry chances are restricted by the resources of their husbands, 
they do show that mothers benefit less from their partners’ resources than 
childless women. Men appear to be less likely to increase their working hours 
as their partners’ educational achievement increases, but only if they have 
children, which supports our hypothesis too. However, we would like to note 
that many of the interaction effects are nonsignificant, and that the restric-
tive partner effect for couples with children is predominantly found for 
women. We will come back to the latter in the next section.

Conclusion
In this study, we extensively tested the economic hypothesis in the case of the 
Netherlands. We did this by examining the impact of partner’s labor market 
resources on adjustments in labor market participation of men and women. 
We estimated the effects of partner’s educational level, employment status, 
occupational status, and working hours on transitions into and out of employ-
ment, and on changes in the number of weekly working hours. We set out to 
solve the inconclusiveness of earlier findings, and tested the influence of 
the partner’s resources under several conditions: historical period, level of 
human capital, and presence and age of children. The general conclusion is 
that labor market participation is not restricted by partner’s resources, even 
not under specific conditions. It is clear that this result refutes the economic 
hypothesis. Apparently, men with highly educated wives are as likely to work 
a day a week less than men with poorly educated wives, and women with 
high-status husbands are as likely to enter the labor market as women with 
low-status husbands. We did not solve the inconclusiveness of earlier find-
ings, but our results lead us to believe that at least as far as the Netherlands is 
concerned, the division of paid work within households is not dependent on 
economic factors. Particularly, we want to stress that although there is a 
strong variety in the number of working hours of women in the Netherlands, 
adjustments in these working hours are not affected by the husband’s human 
capital at all.

We think that cultural factors (general norms and individual values or atti-
tudes) are more important. It is not the results on the influence of the partner’s 
human capital that bring us to this conclusion but several other interesting 
patterns in our results. First, the results in this study show that the patterns in 
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the division of labor market participation is in concordance with traditional 
gender roles: Married (or cohabiting) women are more likely to reduce work 
time and less likely to increase it, whereas the presence of a partner makes men 
slightly more attached to the labor market. Furthermore, young children clearly 
hinder female labor market participation, whereas mothers with school-age 
children are more likely to enter the labor market than childless women, 
which is all in concordance with the role-specialization hypothesis.

A second indication of gender role behavior shows from the findings con-
cerning the interaction effects between partner’s resources and the presence 
and age of children. Our conclusion that there is a stronger negative relation-
ship between resources of the partner and labor market participation when 
children are present mainly referred to women: Whereas the impact of part-
ner’s resources is the same for men with or without children, for women 
with children, labor market participation is more restricted by their husbands’ 
resources than for women without children. The fact that children make a dif-
ference in the decision structure of women but not in that of men can be 
considered to support the idea of gender role behavior as well: Women’s labor 
market behavior is more receptive to partner effects than male labor market 
behavior, possibly because of the difference between the male labor role and 
the female labor and caring role.

Finally, the results on religiosity show that women are more likely to leave 
the labor market and less likely to become employed if the couple (at least 
one of the two spouses) is religious. In the Netherlands, religiosity is an 
important proxy for traditional values with regard to women’s labor market 
participation and the gender-specific division of labor, and our findings show 
that personal values and attitudes influence labor market participation deci-
sions, at least as far as women are concerned.

If we conclude that cultural factors seem more important than economic 
factors when it comes to couples’ division of labor market participation, a 
paradox arises: the Netherlands is usually characterized as a country with 
progressive values and attitudes concerning female labor market participa-
tion and division of labor, but with relatively traditional behavior on these 
issues (Kalmijn & Luijkx, 2006; Treas & Widmer, 2000). Hakim (2000, 
2002) claims that personal preferences are the most important determinants 
of decisions. We believe that this claim helps us to understand the paradox. 
In this respect, it is important to note that values and attitudes are general 
(e.g., all women should be allowed to work; there is nothing against it when 
mothers work; fathers are as capable as mothers to raise children), whereas 
preferences are individual and refer to the personal context (e.g., in my case 
I would rather stay at home—regardless of my attitudes on working in gen-
eral). Although values and preferences are correlated, we think that traditional 
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labor market outcomes in the Netherlands might be the result of relatively 
traditional preferences despite relatively progressive values in general. 
Dutch women (and men) generally believe that women should be free to 
be active on the labor market, also if they have children; however, women 
prefer to lower their own labor market participation if they have children, and 
men do not. We are strengthened in this belief by findings about actual and 
preferred working time by Dutch men and women which show that a large 
majority of the Dutch couples are happy with their current (on average low) 
working hours (Portegijs, Hermans, & Lalta, 2006). We encourage future 
research to test the strength of these alternative cultural mechanisms versus 
the economic mechanism—not only in the Netherlands but in other countries 
as well to understand its true merits. In the introduction, we claimed that inves-
tigating the case of the Netherlands would increase the chance of finding 
support for the economic hypothesis because economic grounds are likely to 
be decisive when there is a large variety in (accepted) working hours choices. 
But perhaps the economic mechanism is more likely to show up in countries 
like the United States where couples are more tied to market realities. In 
such countries, economic mechanisms might prevail over cultural mecha-
nisms because acting nonrationally has strong and negative consequences for 
the couple’s financial position.

We like to emphasize that in testing and falsifying the economic hypoth-
esis, we focused on the economic mechanism within households, especially 
whether resources of one spouse are negatively related to labor market partici-
pation of the other spouse. This might be the case either because financial 
incentives to work are low or because the household can afford to work less. 
The relationship between individual human capital and labor market participa-
tion is often assumed to rely on economic mechanisms too. However, the 
direction of this effect is not obvious. On one hand, people with high levels of 
human capital have a high earning capacity and therefore have financial incen-
tives to work more hours, but on the other hand, such a high earning capacity 
makes it financially more easily affordable to work less. In our opinion, it is 
therefore not clear what findings would corroborate economic mechanisms on 
the individual level, and thus, the right test is on the household level.
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Notes

1. Sensitivity tests in which the sample was restricted to younger respondents, to 
the 20 most recent years of respondents’ labor market careers, and to respondents 
who are in their first relationship did not produce indications that recalling issues 
seriously or systematically distort the results.

2. Primary education = 6 years; lower vocational education and lower secondary 
education = 10 years; intermediate secondary education and abbreviated inter-
mediate vocational education = 11 years; higher secondary education = 12 years; 
intermediate vocational education = 13 years; higher vocational education = 15 
years; university = 17 years; postacademic education = 20 years.

3. Additional analyses have revealed that the economic hypothesis would not get more 
support if partner’s education and partner’s occupational status are included separate-
ly instead of together. Although the two effects are mostly nonsignificant, the effects 
go in different directions, so the one does not serve as an explanation for the other.
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