
WOMEN ’S LABOUR FORCE ATTACHMENT IN EUROPE:

AN ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK AND

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE FOR THE HOUSEHOLD
____________________________________

Ulrike Muehlberger*

Department of Social and Political Sciences
European University Institute

Italy

muehlber@iue.it

Preliminary Version
July 2000

Abstract:  This paper has two major aims. First, it argues that for employment issues, economics and
sociology do not carry out substitutional but complementary research. Interdisciplinary research on
labour markets is strongly needed to full y understand the mechanism of labour markets. Second, it
theoreticall y discusses the influence of the household on women’s labour market behaviour and shows
some evidence from the European Community Household Panel (ECHP). The increased labour market
participation of women in Europe has led to an intensive interdisciplinary research. The economic view
of supply (construction of preferences) and demand (firm’s rationales) shows that institutional systems,
which are considered as exogenous, influence the labour market behaviour of individuals and
households. These institutional systems which are the ‘black boxes’ in the economic view, constitute the
main focus of the sociological approach to work. This paper shows that a theoretical connection of
labour economics and sociology within an institutional approach, coupled with a gender order
perspective, provides a useful framework of analysis. Within this framework, I distinguish between the
individual actors of a labour market - namely households, firms and the state - and analyse the
interdependencies between them. Politi cal measures influence not only households (e. g. education, care
activities) but also firms (e. g. organisation of production). The interaction of these three spheres
determines the quantity and qualit y of the labour market participation of women. The empirical part of
this paper tests some of the determinants of the labour market behaviour of women with the help of the
data of the European Community Household Panel. It is argued that the determinants of women’s labour
market behaviour are interrelated with a whole set of social and economic institutions which form a
specific employment system.
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1. Introduction: Towards an Integrated Economic and Sociological Approach

This paper has two major aims. First, it argues that economics and sociology do not carry out

substitutional but complementary research. Interdisciplinary research on labour markets is strongly

needed to fully understand the mechanism of labour markets. Second, it theoretically discusses the

influence of the household, the firm and the state on women’s labour market behaviour and shows some

evidence from the European Community Household Panel (ECHP).

Labour economics is to some degree interdisciplinary because the labour market differs

considerably from a product market. The most important distinction is that the labour market deals not

with goods but with social relations. Economists, however, put these underlying social relations and

processes in a ‘black box’ (i.e. the construction or explanation of tastes and preferences) and investigate

the labour market with the focus of economic rationales and constraints. These black boxes have excited

considerable interest amongst sociologists. Thus the differences in subject matter shows that sociology

and economics follow a different approach in order to explain the same phenonema. In contrast, labour

sociologists put economic optimali ty considerations in a black box and focus their research on social

territory. To put it another way, economists and sociologists carry out complementary and not

substitutional research. The following shows that there is a wide room for the interdisciplinary research

of labour markets and that interdisciplinarity is indeed necessary to fully understand labour markets.

Consequently, on this view Craig’s et al. (1985: 105) point of view can be fully supported:

‘I f the will f or a more integrated approach is present among the academic community it
is our belief that the benefits are potentiall y very large and the policy proposals
derivative from such research would be far more appropriate for dealing with labour
market problems’.

Both disciplines have shown that European labour markets differ not only in their performance but also

in terms of quantity and quali ty of women’s labour market integration. A huge amount of research has

shown that gender matters. I argue that traditional social roles within the households are strongly

reflected within firms. This is not only true for the nature of working tasks but also for power relations.

The direct outcome of this fact is gender segregation in both dimensions horizontally and vertically.

This is not to say that there has not been any change. The social and economic li fe of Europeans

has changed dramatically during the past three decades (Crouch 1999). Nevetheless, I argue that

inequali ties within the private sphere has been transferred to the public sphere. One important reason for

this is the different socialisation of daughters and sons in their very beginning stages of li fe, which leads

to distinct interests and education and results in gender segregation within society. Since daughters and

sons are encouraged to develop different skill s and personali ty traits, sex-role socialisation influences

the later economic behaviour of men and women. And indeed, there is evidence from both disciplines
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that pre-labour market sex-role socialisation is important in explaining the gender difference in labour

market performance (Corcoran and Courant 1987; England and McCreary 1986).

Moreover, recent economic research on the gender wage gap has shown that although much of

the gender wage gap can be explained by the segregation of women into certain occupations,

establishments and job-cells, there still remains a gender wage differential. These results suggest that a

substantial part of the gender wage gap is associated with pure gender reasons. Thus being female

results in a substantial negative impact on wages (Gupta and Rothstein 1999; Lissenburgh 2000; Meurs

and Ponthieux 2000). Moreover, for some countries, Waldfogel (1997; 1998) finds pure discrimination

even within the group of women, namely between mothers and non-mothers, even after controlli ng for

actual labour market experience.2 Thus we can conclude that gender and family matters. Building on

this result, this paper focuses only at the labour market behaviour of women. It theoretically discusses

the impact of family, firms and the state on the creation of a specific institutional surrounding and

empirically tests the importance of women’s characteristics in explaining their labour market behaviour.

The paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 presents some stylized facts on women’s labour

market behaviour and brings up the research questions. Section 3 discusses economic approaches and

Section 4 introduces an analytical framework to explain the driving factors behind women’s labour

market participation. The empirical part in Section 5 tests some of the determinants of the labour

market behaviour of women with the help of the data of the European Community Household Panel.

The final section concludes.

2. Women between Part-time, Full-time and Care Work: Some Stylized Facts

Women’s labour market performance differs from men’s in three major dimensions. First, as already

mentioned above, women, on average, get less paid just for being female (pure discrimination). This

gender pay gap is well i nvestigated especially by economists. The second dimension refers to labour

force mobili ty. Using national data for Britain, Hakim (1996) found substantial sex differentials in

labour turnover and job tenure. Women are much more likely than men to enter and exit the labour force

in a specific period. She shows that discontinuous employment has been replacing continuous

employment and permanent housework. Thus policies to increase labour flexibili ty seems to have a

stronger influence on women’s employment history than on men’s. The third dimension describes the

structure of employment in terms of time and place. We know that women are much more likely to work

part-time (O’Reill y and Fagan 1998). Furthermore, we know that European labour markets are highly

                                               
2 Using the Luxembourg Income Study, Waldfogel (1998) finds no notable gap between the pay of mothers and non-
mothers in Belgium, Australia, Sweden, Finland and Canada. She finds, however, a gap in the UK, Germany and the US.
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gender segregated with reference to occupations, industries and sectors (Rubery, Smith and Fagan

1999).

Part-time work is in itself a tricky issue. Both labour sociologists and labour economists have

intensively worked on part-time work and its consequences (e.g. O’Reill y and Fagan 1998; Blossfeld

and Hakim 1997; Till y 1996; Rosenfeld and Birkelund 1995; Rubery, Smith and Fagan 1999; Bardasi

and Gornick 2000). Without reproducing the whole debate on part-time employment,3 we summarize

that part-time employment is deeply gendered and that it is, furthermore, associated with several costs.

Examples for these costs are lower median hourly earnings, lower job tenure, less job-related training

and reduced access to occupational benefits and public social welfare benefits (OECD 1999; Bardasi

and Gornick 2000).

Figure 1 shows women’s employment rates and women’s part-time employment rates in Europe

for 1998, whereby the countries are ordered by the level of employment rates. This figure shows that the

level of employment rates are not associated with the level of part-time employment. The two countries

with the highest level of employment rates (Denmark and Sweden) have similar levels of part-time

employment than the two countries with the lowest level of women’s employment rates.

Figure 1: Women’s Employment Rates and Women’s Part-time Rates 1998
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As Figure 2 shows, women’s reasons for working less than full time in the main job vary across

countries although housework and care responsibilities is the most important one in most countries.

                                               
3 For a summary, see, for instance, Bardasi and Gornick (2000).
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Figure 2: Reasons of European Women for Working Less Than Full Time in the Main Job
(cumulative percentages)
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Micro-data from the European Community Household Panel from 1996 show the

decomposition of the main activity status of Women in Europe (Figure 3). We see that the percentage of

women working in the household varies considerably across Europe. While Greece, Spain, Italy, Ireland

have the highest percentage of women working in the household, Finland and Denmark show the lowest

rates. Although these figures have to be interpreted carefully due to self-declaration problems,4 we can

conclude that women seem to have different social and economic roles across Europe.

Figure 3: Main Activity Status of Women in Europe
(self-defined, cumulative percentages)
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4 There is a blurred boundary between unemployment and housework. Rubery, Smith and Fagagn (1999)
assume that a large amount of women’s unemployment is hidden.
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Figure 4 reveals that there is a clear gender difference in the effect of care responsibili ties on labour

market behaviour. While care responsibili ties have almost no effect on men’s labour supply, it rather

strongly effects women’s labour supply.

Figure 4: Looking after children or person(s) (other than children) prevents the person from
undertaking the amount or kind of paid work he/she would otherwise do

(Women on the left, men on the right, cumulative)
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Figure 5 plots an index of gender segregation against women’s employment rates. We see that higher

segregated labour market are tentatively associated with higher employment rates of women. Although

there seems to be a connection between these two labour market characteristics, it is not clear, however,

whether pull of push factors create this result.

Figure 5: Indices of Segregation and Women’s Employment Rates
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3. What does Economics offer?

Basic neoclassical theory assumes that individuals5 supply labour as long as the (marginal) utili ty of an

additional unit of labour6 exceeds the (marginal) disutili ty of work7. According to this theoretical

approach, the individual decision to work (whether to supply labour or not, and/or how much) is

determined not only by the wage rate and the non-labour income (e.g. social benefits) or tax systems but

also by individual characteristics such as age or sex. Moreover, the supply decision is influenced by

individual ‘preferences’ such as motivation or even ‘abili ties’ f or child-rearing or housework8 (Franz

1994: 35-36). This shows us the above-mentioned interdependence of economics and sociology. As we

can see, economists put existing social structures (which they call ‘preferences’) into a black box and

use them to explain the remaining differences which cannot be explained by observable variables.

Sociology opens up these black boxes and deals with the construction of these ‘preferences’.

The following discusses the human capital theory, which is extensively used by economists to

explain woman’s labour market behaviour. The human capital theory (Becker 1964; Schultz 1961;

Mincer 1962) delivers a supply-side explanation of job and earnings differentials from a rational-choice

perspective. Like the basic neoclassical theory, it assumes full i nformation and rationali ty due to utili ty

maximization. Its key assumption is that people’s choice of jobs is determined by preceding human

capital investment. As a result, human capital theory justifies earnings and job differentials on the basis

of different productivity resulting from differences in human capital investment. Thereby the notion

‘human capital’ refers to skill s, quali fications and expertise acquired through education and training.

These factors are seen as contributions to people’s productivity and thus human capital investment

enhances the ‘value’ of a worker to an employer. According to Becker (1964), rational individuals

compare the costs and benefits associated with the acquisition of human capital. Under the assumption

of perfect information, people will only invest in their human capital when the (marginal) benefits of an

investment (i.e. additional earnings which people receive over their working li fe) exceed the (marginal)

costs of that investment. Becker extended physical capital theory to human agents and thus created he

modern concept of human capital theory9.

Recognizing the family rather than the individual as the basic decision-making entity in society,

Becker opened up the - until then - ‘black box’ of the family and studied the sexual division of labour in

households and the resulting labour supply of the household members in his seminal paper ‘A Theory of

the Allocation of Time’ (1965), and later in his book ‘A Treatise on the Family’ (1981). In brief, this

                                               
5 Neoclassical theory assumes an ‘idealised’ microeconomic individual who seeks rationally to maximise his or her utility.
6 Neoclassical theory builds on choices made along a continuous spectra rather than discrete (e.g. full -time or part-time
work) choices.
7 Work is assumed to confer a certain amount of disutility.
8 For instance, Becker (1981) refers to the biological differences of the two sexes as a reason for the caring abiliti es of
women.
9 Earlier human capital theories go back to Adam Smith.
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adaptation of human capital theory to the household10 argues that women, anticipating breaks in their

labour market participation for child-rearing, invest less in their human capital than men and thus they

earn less due to the differences in education and training. Moreover, it is argued that a division of labour

within households is eff icient even if both possess the same amount of human capital, because it raises

both the productivity of the partner who specialises in household work and of the one who specialises in

external employment. Thus Becker’s (1981) arguments are based on a joint utili ty function (or

household utili ty function), assuming that the partners in a household have a collective set of

preferences and thus behave as a single unit. In other words, the individual’s utili ty depends on the other

family member’s utili ty, meaning that the family becomes the unit of analysis instead of the single

individual. More specifically, if the two partners living in one household can both work either on the

external labour market or inside the home, their labour supply decisions are interdependent. In essence,

the distribution of market working and household working time between the household members is

based on the comparison between their productivity in market work and at home. As a result, if a family

decides that one partner stays at home to do the housework, its joint utili ty is maximized if the partner

with the smaller net benefits from market does the household work. If the family decides, however, that

neither of the two partners stay at home full -time, then the amount of hours worked at the market

depends on the marginal utili ty of an extra hour of market work. As long as the utili ty of an extra hour

of market work by both partners exceeds the value of the goods which can be bought from the earned

money (e.g. cleaning personal), both partners enhance family resources if they work for pay that extra

hour.

In sum, human capital theory suggests that a woman’s decision to supply labour depends on

wages (the wage the women can expect and the wage of the household partner), the evaluation of

domestic activity, the division of labour within the household, and the existence of children and their

ages (Smith 1994: 18). Under the (realistic) assumption that women’s wage rates are lower than those

of men and that there is an unequal division of labour within the household, the model predicts a lower

labour force participation or a lower supply of labour in terms of hours for women than for men.

Consequently, the decision of women to work at all or to work part- or full -time depends on economic

(e.g. wages) and social (e.g. division of labour within the household, evaluation of domestic activity)

structures. Human capital theory does not deal with the examination of social structures but takes them

as given (i.e. exogenous).

Moreover, Becker (1985) argues that women look for less demanding jobs in order to meet the

domestic responsibili ties. This leads, first, to occupational segregation and, second, to a high demand

for part-time jobs. Becker does not deny that there is discrimination in the labour market, but he

                                               
10 This approach is known as ‘New Household Economics’.



9

explains it with the concept of ‘ taste’ . In this neoclassical employer taste model (Becker 1957),

‘employers have a taste for discrimination in the sense that their utili ty is adversely affected by

employment of, and wages paid to, the group being discriminated against, in this case females’ (Smith

1994: 97). Consequently, ‘taste’ is seen as exogenous and its sources are not explained.

Economists use human capital theory - among other applications - to explain women’s labour

supply as well as occupational segregation (e.g. Polachek 1981). However, this approach has been

heavily criticised by feminist economists and sociologists (e.g. Hatt 1997; Fagan and Rubery 1996;

Walby 1990), which have stressed, first, the role of non-rational factors and, second, the importance of

institutional arrangements in determining women’s labour market behaviour.

As we can see, the human capital theory is very much a theory of the industrialist era. Post-

industrialist society, however, has changed in many ways, as impressively ill ustrated by Crouch (1999).

Two examples of these fundamental changes are the rise in labour market flexibili ty, which is

accompanied by a fall i n labour market security, and the change of the family structure (i.e. increasing

divorce rates, declining fertili ty, rise of the nuclear family, increasing age of marriage) (Standing 1999;

Crouch 1999). Consequently, it has become risky for a household and for individuals within the

household to specialize in housework. Famili es which are riddled by unemployment, low pay, divorce or

separation are better off when they share the risk, i.e. when both partners participate in the labour

market. Moreover, women’s labour market behaviour is not only driven by household’s characteristics

but furthermore by cultural and societal surroundings and institutions in which they are embedded. We

will elaborate this argument in more detail in Chapter 4.

Most critical discussions about human capital theory address its implication on gender

segregation. It is argued that the human capital investment of women has changed considerably since the

1970s11 but that these changes have ‘not resulted in a more even distribution of male and female workers

throughout the economy. Horizontal segregation persists even though women now have higher

educational quali fications than before’ (Hatt 1997: 75). Walby (1990: 31-32) criticises the assumption

of human capital theorists that employers pay their workers according to their worth. She stresses that

the skill of a worker has not only a technical side but also a social one. Walby (1990: 32) argues that

‘women may be skill ed in a technical sense of the work requiring a lengthy period of training, but not in

the social sense of getting this recognized in terms of grading and pay. Women’s skill , or human capital,

is more likely than men’s to go unrecognized; thus there is not a direct relationship between human

capital and pay, because of the different amounts of power of men and women workers.

As a final critical point, human capital theory uses the existing sexual division of household and

child-rearing responsibili ties in order to explain gender differences in labour market outcomes (e. g.

                                               
11 In Britain, for instance, nearly half of undergraduats are women (Hatt 1997: 74).
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differences of occupation or earnings). If we put it the other way around, it can be argued that these

labour market outcomes cement the unequal sexual division of work within households (Fagan and

Rubery 1996). Fagan and Rubery (1990) specify, moreover, that the ‘breadwinner family’ system -

which is seen within the human capital theory as being rational and eff icient - is actually ineff icient not

only for households and employers but also for the whole economy.12

4. A Framework for Analysing Women’s Labour Market Behaviour

As we have seen in Chapter 2, women’s labour market behaviour differs considerably across Europe.

These differences cannot only be explained by different labour market structures and poli tics. To

explain these differences, we have furthermore to analyse the structure of the social reproduction system

and its social and poli tical construction. This chapter discusses recent li terature that aims at explaining

differences in employment systems. On the basis of this research, we develop an analytical framework

to explain women’s labour market behaviour.

Basically, we can devide between two different groups of research. First, the societal systems

approach (Maurice et al. 1986) and its subsequent research (Rubery and Fagan 1994; O’Reill y and

Fagan 1998; O’Reill y and Spee 1998; Connell 1987; Pfau-Eff inger 1993, 1996) and second, the

research on comparative welfare states (Esping-Andersen 1990; Orloff 1993; Sainsbury 1996). The

seminal work of Maurice, Selli er and Silvestre (1986) provides an institutional approach to the

examination of different employment systems. They show that nation-specific societal factors structure

the whole system of economic and social organisation. Consequently, they emphasise that one aspect

(e.g. skill formation) of a given system cannot be examined, detached from the specific societal context.

Moreover, they stress the interdependence of the organisation of work within an enterprise and the

macrostructure of national institutions. Their work focuses on the differences in the social construction

of managerial hierarchies in France and in Germany, whereby they distinguish between the educational

system, the business organisation and the industrial relations system. Thus a ‘societal effect’ f ramework

allows us to investigate national specifics in work relations on the basis of a combined micro and macro

level view. This institutional approach, however, has been criticised for its static nature (Rose 1985) as

well as for ignoring gender relations (O’Reilly 1996, 2000).

Rubery and Fagan (1994) offer an institutional framework for the analysis of labour market

flexibili ty which includes both a dynamic element and a gender perspective. They differentiate between

four sets of economic and social institutions, namely the labour market regulation, the social

reproduction, the industrial system and the labour market system. The interrelationship between these

institutional systems is viewed as a dynamic process in order to investigate social change. They argue

                                               
12 For a further elaboration of this argument see Fagan and Rubery (1996: 349-353).
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that ‘ the interaction of the four categories of institutions affects the extent and type of labour market

flexibili ty which evolves’ (p. 144). Their research examines the interaction between the increased

feminisation of European labour markets and the reshaping of employment systems. Applying the above

introduced institutional framework to this research focus, they conclude, first, that the integration of

women into the labour market is closely associated with the emergence of new forms of employment,

second, that the societal system shapes the form of women’s’ integration into the labour market and

third, that policy measures (e.g. wage, family or education policy) have a significant impact on the

extent and form of gender inequali ty. In addition to the institutional approach of Rubery and Fagan,

O’Reill y and Fagan (1998) and O’Reill y and Spee (1998) put forward the holistic concept of gendered

employment systems. In brief, this concept focuses on the interrelationship between economic

production, social reproduction and the regulative level. While the paper of O’Reill y and Spee bridges

industrial relations and social policy research, O’Reill y and Fagan connect the societal employment

systems approach with a gender systems approach. Both papers have in common the examination of

changing employment structures (i.e. labour market flexibili ty or, in the case of O’Reill y and Fagan, the

emergence of part-time work) within an institutional approach, which is characterised by a

differentiation between the sphere of economic production, the sphere of social reproduction and the

sphere of regulation and industrial relations.

Research on comparative welfare systems (Esping-Andersen 1990; Orloff 1993; Sainsbury

1996) rejects the thesis of the liberal theory of industrialism, which sees differences in welfare systems

as a reflection of economic development. Scholars of the research on comparative welfare systems, on

the contrary, argue that welfare systems are a reflection of the poli tical development of states, which, in

turn, determine, on the one hand, the labour market development and, on the other hand, the industrial

structure of a system. In his much quoted book, Esping-Andersen (1990) distinguish three welfare

systems: First, a liberal (USA, Canada and Australia), second, a corporatistic (Austria, Germany and

Italy) and, third, a social-democratic (Sweden and Denmark) welfare regime. In brief, the liberal welfare

state is constructed as a wide-meshed safety net. The corporatistic welfare state is distinguished, on the

one side, by a wide spread of income transfers and, on the other side, by a reduced public care

infrastructure. The social-democratic welfare state is based on the principle of labour market

participation and provides the necessary care infrastructure.

The ignorance of gender specific differences of the welfare systems was strongly criticized by

feminist sociologists (Orloff 1993; Sainsbury 1996). Esping-Anderson’s classification, it is argued,

implicitly postulates three different types of gender behaviour without analysing its construction. Orloff

(1993: 303), for instance, discusses the gender structures created by the organization of welfare states:

„ State social provision affects women’s material situations, shapes gender relationships, structures

politi cal confli ct and participation, and contributes to the formation and mobili zation of identities
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and interests“ . Basically, she distinguishes between three different dimensions which form gender

relations. First, the dimension of state-market-family relations, which investigates the distribution of

caring responsibili ties between state, market and famili es. Second, the stratification dimension looks at

the treatment of paid and unpaid labour and third, the social citizenship rights and decommodification

dimension, which analysis the effects of public social benefits on gender relations.13

The following analytical framework tries a conjunction of the above described research

traditions and economic approaches. The main aim is to deepen the understanding of women’s labour

market behaviour. From the economic approach discussed in Chapter 3 we have learned that not only

economic factors such as wages and taxes, but also exogenous social structures and preferences

determine the labour market behaviour. The societal systems approach emphasizes the important

influence of historically embedded institutions on the organization of labour within a system. From the

comparative welfare states research we learn that the organization of welfare systems determine the

labour market behaviour of different groups of individuals. The following analytical framework argues,

that the system of macro-governance (the state and semi-state actors) influence, on the one side, social

structures and preferences of households and individuals and, on the other hand, the organisation of

economic production.

One way of understanding the connections and interactions within a socio-economic order is

through an analytical separation of the groups of actors. Consequently, the differentiation of the

economic production (firms), the social reproduction (households) and the regulation level (state and

industrial relations actors) is applied to the analysis of women’s labour market behaviour. It is argued

that it is important not to separate the market from the family in labour market research. The following

discusses the different institutional sets relevant to the analysis of women’s labour market behaviour,

which are summarized in Figure 6.

The social reproduction system includes the characteristics of the household members (like age,

family status and education), the division of labour within households (division of housework and

division of care responsibili ties) and the family and household structure (age and number of children,

employment status of the household members and contribution to the household budget of the different

members).14 The outcoming ‘social roles’ , however, are influenced by the formation of the welfare state,

which defines social entitlements and responsibili ties. Institutions such as the public childcare

infrastructure, the structure of the education system (e.g. age of entry, private costs, average school

                                               
13 Orloff (1993) investigates two more dimensions to capture the effects of state social provision on gender relations,
namely access to paid work and capacity to form and maintain an autonomous household.
14 Using aggregate-level data from nin advanced industriali zed countries, Rosenfeld and Birkelund (1995), for instance,
found a moderate association between male unemployment rates and part-time employment level. For the US, Netz and
Haveman (1999) show that variables such as the number and age of children, the employment status of the spouse and
whether the woman is the primary or secondary earner are very important to explain women’s labour force attachment. For
example, they ill ustrate that married women are more li kely to remain in the labour force if their spouse works and that if
the women is the primary earner, she is more likely to stay in the labour force than secondary earners.
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hours), the public infrastructure of long-term care facili ties for elderly persons, the distribution of non-

labour income within social and family policy systems (e.g. maternity leave benefit, unemployment

benefit, child subsidies) and the tax system (e.g. whether there is a household or an individual tax

system) have a significant effect on the labour market behaviour of the various family members.15

Besides this interaction with the system of governance, the social reproduction system interacts strongly

with the production system. First, households are also consumers and second, they provide the human

capital factor (‘ labour’) f or the production system either directly (paid employment) or indirectly

(unpaid housework). Given the existing formation of the family model in European societies, women

have moreover to distribute their time between these two systems, whereby the distributional factor is

influenced by all three systems. Consequently, women with children tend to withdraw from the labour

market for some time in order to take over care responsibili ties. The length of this period depends

strongly on the organisation of social and family policy as well as on the above-mentioned public

childcare infrastructure. As we know from data surveys, women tend to re-enter the labour market on a

part-time basis in order to balance family responsibili ties and wage work.16 The underlying social

attitudes to labour force participation and the domestic division of labour is influenced partly by gender

culture and partly by policy measures, which are, however, again set within specific cultural

frameworks. Pfau-Eff inger (1993), for example, provides an explanation for the sources of the

formation of social reproduction systems. She views the sources of the distribution of social roles in the

national specificity’s during the process of modernisation when transforming from an agrarian to an

industrial society and thus provides a socio-historical explanation.

The system of economic production, which shows the demand-side picture to the pattern of

women’s employment, includes the organization and structure of the industrial system (distribution of

sectors, industry and firm sizes), the production and organization structures within firms (e. g. degree of

flexibili zation and segregation) as well as the system of industrial and labour relations (i.e. the

bargaining system, the degree of corporatism, the coverage rate of collective agreements and the

organizational power of women within labour market associations).17 Within the industrial system,

factors such as the sectoral and industrial composition influence women’s possibili ties to integrate into

the labour market. We know that the increase in women’s labour market participation is closely linked

to the rise of the service sector.18 Since many occupations within the service sector are strongly

                                               
15 Empirical research has shown high effect of decommodification and family transfers and a low, but existing effect, of the
marginal tax rate on women’s part-time work (Rosenfeld and Birkelund 1995).
16 For a critical discussion on this issue see Mühlberger (2000a: 42-44)
17 Rosenfeld and Birkelund (1995) found, first, a strong association between women’s part-time employment and state-
sector employment, industrial and occupational segregation and, second, that a higher degree of corporatism and more
leftist countries have a positive effect on part-time employment.
18 Smith, Fagan and Rubery (1998) show that sectoral shifts in Europe accounted for about one-third of the rise
in part-time work between 1983 and 1992.
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household-related, existing social roles are transferred from the private to the public sphere. This is true

for cleaning, caring, educational and partly also for the secreterial occupations. In other words, the

existing occupational gender segregation in European labour markets determine the employment

possibili ties for women. The distribution of firm sizes is an explanatory variable since bigger firms tend

to incorporate different models of flexible personnel management (e. g. different models of flexible part-

time work). The degree of flexibili ty of a labour market on a micro-level affect the possible deviation

from the standard working-time and thus the possibili ties of women to participate in the labour market.

Due to a higher concentration in low wage occupations, women are stronger affected by the

organization of industrial relations. Collective agreements and minimum wage regulations have a direct

effect on these low wage occupations. The strength of the influence of women’s interests within the

system of industrial relations, however, depends on the institutional embodiment of women within this

system. The outcome of the system of economic production, namely the competitive strategies adopted

by employers, is a result of a negotiation process with trade unions. The economic production system is

closely linked to the system of governance because it sets the framework in which employers  �  and also

trade unions �  are able to act.

Figure 6: A Framework for Analysing Women’s Labour Market Behaviour
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SYSTEM OF SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

_______THE HOUSEHOLDS_______

• Characteristics of the
 Household Members
 (Age, family status, education)

 
• Division of Labour within Households
 (Division of housework, division of care

responsibili ties)

 
• Family and Household Structure
 (Age and number of children, employment

status of the household members,
contribution to the household budget)

SYSTEM OF ECONOMIC PRODUCTION

__________THE FIRMS__________

• Organization and Structure
 of the Industrial System
 (Sectors, Industry, Firm Size)

 
• Production and Organization
 Structures within Firms
 (Degree of flexibili sation, segregation)

 
• System of Industrial
 and Labour Relations
 (Bargaining system, degree of corporatism,

coverage rate, organizational power of
women within associations)

SYSTEM OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC GOVERNANCE

______________THE STATE______________

• Incentives of the Welfare/Workfare System
 (Distribution of social rights and duties, question of

access)

 
• Economic and Tax Policy
 (Tax system, competition and structural policy)
 
• Labour Policy
 (Working time rules, income policy)

The system of governance covers different policy spheres whose formation shape the structure

of the other two systems. It includes the statutory and voluntary regulation of the welfare state (e. g.

social policy, family policy and education policy), the economic and tax policies (e.g. tax system,

competition and structural policy) and the labour policy (e. g. working time rules and income policy).

The degree of involvement of the industrial actors in this system depends on the formation of the

industrial relations system. Corporatist economies, for instance, are characterised by a strong

involvement of collective bargaining institutions in the poli tical process. In these countries, the border

between the statutory and the voluntary level becomes fuzzy because the industrial actors are engaged at

both levels. The regulation system shapes the constraints and possibili ties for firms, trade unions and

households within the labour market and thus determines labour market participation of women. The

poli tical arrangement of living and working spheres form, on the one side, a ‘gender culture’ and, on the

other side, a ‘organization culture’ . Measures of social, family, education or fiscal policy create

incentives and thus influence the labour market behaviour of women. Examples of these influential
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measures are fiscal incentives for famili es, gender-specific educational institutions or care infrastructure

for children or elderly persons. In the long run, the formation of the welfare system generate social roles,

which are partly reflected in the labour market. On the other hand, measures of fiscal, labour, industry

and structural policy shape the organization of labour markets and thus the possibili ty of labour market

integration of women.

In sum, the interaction of the social reproduction system, the economic reproduction system and

the system of governance determine the level and structure of women’s labour market participation. Due

to the different employment positions of men and women, gender relations have to be examined not only

in the social reproduction system, but also in the two other systems. Analysing women’s labour market

behaviour in this holistic analytical framework allows us to identify the interrelation between

institutional arrangements and gender orders within a society. Both institutional arrangements and

gender orders have to be seen as the determining factors of women’s position in labour market.

5. The Household’s Impact on Women’s Labour Market Behaviour:
Data, Methods and Empirical Results

Data from the European Community Household Panel (ECHP) are used for the empirical analysis in

this paper. The ECHP is a longitudinal micro-dataset, which contains standardized household- and the

individual-level social indicators such as income, social transfers, employment, poverty, health and

social exclusion. It has been carried out since 1994 and collects data form a nationally representative

probabili ty sample. This section shows the results of a cross-section analysis, using the data of the year

1996 (i.e. the 3rd wave). With the exception of Sweden, all member states of the EU are included in this

wave. 19

The aim of this empirical part is to analyse the supply-side determinants of women’s labour

market behaviour across Europe. The theoretical part of the paper has discussed both sides of the labour

market system, namely the households and the firms. This empirical part is restricted to the analysis of

households since we cannot test demand-side variables for women in unpaid housework. We devide

between three groups of labour market behaviour which represent the dependent variable: women in

unpaid housework, women in paid part-time work and women in paid full-time work.20

In the analytical framework in Chapter 4 we distinguish between three influencial groups: first,

the characteristics of the household members, second, the division of labour within households and

third, the family and household structure. The variables of the ECHP reduce our possibili ties of

                                               
19 For a detailed describtion of the methodology and questionnaires of the ECHP see Eurostat (1996a und b).
20 The distinction between part- and full -time work was self-defined by the interviewees. Since national definiti ons vary
across Europe, we cannot adopt a uniform threshold. Although the self-definiti on can be problematic, it offers the
advantage to use the country-specific definiti on of part-time employment. For a discussion of the problems see, for
example, Mühlberger (2000a: 80).
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research, however. Consequently, we work with the following independent variables: Age, caring

responsibilities, marriage or consensual union and education.

Facing this data restriction, our main research questions for the empirical analysis are the

following: How do the individual’s and the household’s characteristics affect women’s labour market

attachment? Assuming a social and poli tical construction of ‘ preferences’ and ‘decisions’ , we ask how

these characteristics affect women’s full - and part-time work pursuit. Moreover, we ask which factors

have a uniform effect across Europe and which vary cross-nationally?

‘Age’  is a continuous variable, although the ECHP only includes individuals over the age of 15

years. In the analysis of the determinants of women in unpaid housework, we did not restrict age

further. In contrast, in the analysis of the determinants of women in part-time or full -time work we only

included women between 26 and 55 in order to exclude both women in education and retired women.

The variable ‘Caring Responsibiliti es’  is self-constructed and thus not directly collected.

Unfortunately, the ECHP does not contain a helpful distinction of children’s age since it only

differentiates between children under 12 year and children between 12 and 15 years. Although we know

from other studies that the age of the children is a very important variable (e.g. Netz and Haveman

1999), we cannot test the influence of children of different ages using the ECHP. On the other side, the

ECHP contains questions about unpaid care-taking of other individuals of the household (except of

dependent children). Since the number of women with these caring responsibili ties is too small i n some

countries to give significant results, we have created a dummy variable ‘Daily activities include, without

pay, looking after children or other persons’ . Thus this dummy variable does not distinguish whether a

women looks after children or other persons who need help because of old age, disabili ty or ill ness. Not

reported tests on the variable ‘Daily activities include, without pay, looking after children’ , however,

showed the same results.

The ECHP does not provide information about the division of labour within households. From

other surveys we know, however, that women do the major part of domestic work even when they have

a paid job (Shelton and John 1996). Kalleberg and Rosenfeld (1990), for instance, find a negative effect

of the relative involvement in domestic labour on hours employed for women in Norway and Sweden

(contrary to the USA).

The variable ‘Marr iage or Consensual Union’  is a self constructed variable. It includes women

who either live in a consensual union or are married.21 From a theoretical point of view, it does not

matter whether a couple is married or not. The important information is that they live in one household.

Indeed, we would even incur a sample selection bias since different social attitudes (e.g. religion) may

lead to a specific behaviour.

                                               
21 In the following the term ‘partnership’ refers to the variable ‘Marriage or Consensual Union’.
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The variable ‘Education’  distinguish between three levels, namely a low (i.e. less than second

stage of secondary education, ISCED 0-2), a secondary (i.e. second stage of secondary level education,

ISCED 3) and a third level education (ISCED 5-7).22

Table 2 and 3 show the result of a logistic regression analysis23 of the above described variables

for all EU member states (except Sweden) and aggregated over all countries (EU14). Due to the

estimation method, the results have to be interpreted carefully. As the logit estimation is nonlinear, we

can only compute scenarios. Thus we cannot make generalised statements on the impact of an

independent variable on the probabili ty of being in unpaid housework or in paid employment. The

following demonstrates the interpretation of the results using the aggregated data (EU14) of Table 2.

First, we compute the loglikelihood of a scenario according to

L = β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 + ...+ βnXn,

where the β‘s are the coeff icient presented in Table 2 and 3, and the X’s present the value of the

independent variable for a particular scenario. Given the loglikelihood of a scenario, we can compute

the probability of being a woman in unpaid housework according to

P = 1/(1 + e-L)

where e-L represents the odds-ratio. In our case the odds-ratio shows the odds for being a woman in

unpaid housework relative to being a woman in paid employment. The intercept shows the loglikelihood

of a 26-years-old single person with a third level education and without care responsibili ties (i.e. the

person of comparison for the following analysis) being in unpaid housework. As we can see in Table 2

the loglikelihood (L) of this scenario is -4.363. Consequently, the odds-ratio (e-L) is 1: 78 and the

probabili ty (P = 1/(1 + e-L)) of being a woman in unpaid housework with those characteristics (i.e. 26

years old, without care responsibili ties, not married or in consensual union and third level education) is

0.013. Note that predicted probabili ties approach, but never reach or exceed, the boundaries of 0 and 1.

Moreover, as L goes to minus infinity, the probabili ty goes to zero, as L goes to plus infinity, the

probabili ty goes to unity, and with L equal to zero, the probabili ty equals one half. The result of this

baseline scenario means, not surprisingly, that women with such characteristics are with a high

probability in paid employment rather than unpaid housework.

To compute the predicted probabili ties for other scenarios, add the coeff icient of the

independent variables to the coeff icients of the constants. The following table shows the calculations for

various scenarios to clarify the procedure.

                                               
22 For a detailed describtion of country-specific definitions see Eurostat 1996a und b.
23 A logistic regression analysis is used in cases of binary dependent variables. For technical detail s see for example
Powers/Xie (2000).
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Table 1: Predicted probabilities of being a women in unpaid housework rather than in paid
employment for various scenarios (On the basis of the coefficients of EU(14) in Table 2)

Baseline Scenario
Age: 26 (X1=0)
Care responsibility: No (X2=0)
Married/union: No (X3=0)
Educ.: Third level (X4=X5=0)

Scenario 1
Age: 35 (X1=35-26=9)
Care responsibility: Yes (X2=1)
Married/union: Yes (X3=1)
Educ.: Low level (X4=1, X5=0)

Scenario 2
Age: 45 (X1=45-26=19)
Care responsibility: No (X2=0)
Married/union: Yes (X3=1)
Educ.: Sec. level (X4=0, X5=1)

Loglikelihood (L) -4.363 0.566 -0.788

Odds-Ratio (e-L) 1 : 78.49 1 : 0.57 1 : 2.20

Probability
(P = 1/(1 + e-L)

0.013 0.638 0.313

According to these calculations, the predicted probabili ty that a married (or living in union with a

partner) women at the age of 35 with care responsibili ties and with less than second stage of secondary

education is in unpaid housework equals 0.638. The second scenario computes the predicted probabili ty

of a 45-years-old married (or in stable union) woman with a secondary level education, which equals

0.313.

We can conclude the following interpretation of women’s labour market participation from

table 2. The probabili ty that a women is in paid employment decreases with an increasing age, ceteris

paribus. This is true for the aggregate data and for all countries with the exception of Finland.24 The two

following characteristics reveal the impact of family on the labour market participation of women. Both

care responsibili ties in the family and marriage or consensual unions have a strong negative effect on

women’s labour market participation. While these effects are particularly strong in Germany and the

UK, they are weaker in Denmark, Italy and Greece. These results have to be explained with the

organization of public and private caring infrastructure. Whereas care work is achieved through strong

family ties within the extended family in Italy and in Greece, it is transfered to the public sphere in

Denmark. In Germany, on the other hand, care work has to be provided by individuals (mostly by

women) due to a lack of public caring infrastructure. This reduces women’s chances to integrate in the

labour market. The liberal reforms in the UK have strongly increased the costs of public caring

infrastructure, which increases in turn the opportunity costs to participate in the labour market.

While both factors - care responsibili ties and marriage/consensual union - are approximately

equally important in some countries, we can identify some exceptions. In France, the UK, Ireland,

Portugal, Austria and Finland is the caring-effect significantly higher than the partnership-effect. In the

UK we make the observation that the caring-effect is so strong that partnership has no longer statistical

significance on the labour market participation of women. In Italy, Greece and Spain, on the contrary,

                                               
24 This can be explained with the labour market development in recent years in Finland. After the breakdown of the USSR,
Finland faced a deep economic recession, which led to a high youth unemployment (Unemployment rates of Finnish 15- to
24-years old women: 1990: 8.3 %, 1996: 26 %, OECD 2000). Whereas older women were already integrated in the labour
market, younger women had difficulties to find employment.
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the existence of a partnership has a stronger effect than care responsibili ties in the family on women’s

retreat from the labour market. These examples show clear differences in the gender order. The

mediterranean countries still show a partriachal structure of labour market behaviour. This specific

gender order is the result of a missing political process to integrate women in the labour market.

The following two variables ill ustrate the impact of education. We see, not surprisingly, that

higher education increases women’s probabili ty to participate in the labour market.25 This can be

intuitively explained by the fact that education increases the social emancipation of women and in turn

the impulse to participate in the public sphere of society. The effect of education on women’s labour

market partizipation is especially strong in Portugal, Italy, Spain, Greece, Ireland, Austria and Belgium.

Women had for long a more diff icult excess to the education system in these countries, which led to a

reduced labour supply of high educated women and thus to an increased education premium.

The values of the Pseudo R² demonstrate that we can explain between 15 and 40 per cent of

women’s labour market participation with this regression analysis. In progressive countries such as

Finland and Denmark (and partly the UK) we can, however, hardly explain the labour market behaviour

of women through traditional family roles.

The regression analysis in Table 3 ill ustrates the effects of the same independent variables on

the likelihood of being in paid part-time rather than in paid full -time work. Age plays a significantly

lesser role within this analysis. We have demonstrated above that women tend to retreat from the labour

market with increasing age. In the case of part-time work, we see that women (can) take this option to a

lesser extent. To prevent the exclusion of older women from the labour market, a greater flexibili ty

between part-time and full-time employment (in both directions) has to be created (Mühlberger 2000a).

The care-taking of family members has a positive effect on part-time employment. This leads to

the conclusion that care responsibili ties push women, on the one hand, into unpaid housework, and on

the other hand, into part-time employment. Interestingly, this effect is not significant in Finland,

Denmark and Greece, whereby different socio-economic systems lie behind this fact. In the case of

Finland and Denmark, this can be explained by the public infrastructure within the Scandinavian

welfare state, whereas the case of Greece reflects the importance of strong social ties within the

extended family.

The effect of the existence of a partnership shows either negative or not significant results. With

the exception of the UK26, the effect of a partnership on leaving part-time employment and leaving the

                                               
25 Two exceptions, however, have to be mentioned. While there is so difference in the effect between secondary and third
level education in Denmark, Finnish data does not show a significantly different effect of secondary and low level
education.
26 In the UK we are confronted with the interesting result that women in a partnership participate even stronger in full -time
employment. One important explanation might be the Briti sh housing poli cy. The creation of a family often leads to the
purchase of a house or a flat. The strong fluctuation of mortgage loans can lead to the financial necessity that women work
full-time.
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labour market at all i s proportional or weaker, which means that partnership pushes women out of full -

time employment and �  to a weaker extent �  also out of part-time employment.

The results of the impact of education produce three different groups of countries across

Europe. The first group contains Belgium, Luxembourg, Greece, Portugal and Austria. Education

exhibits no effect on part-time work in any of these countries. This means that part-time employment is

distributed equally across all educational levels. In the second group of countries, which consists of

France, Ireland and Spain, the level of education decreases the probabili ty of being in part-time work. In

the third group (Germany, Denmark, the UK and the Netherlands), the probabili ty to be in part-time

work is reduced only at the third level of education. While a third level education clearly increases the

probabili ty of labour market participation, this effect cannot be identified properly for a secondary level

education compared to a low level education. A special case within this analysis is Italy. In this country,

the probabili ty of working part-time increases at a third level education. Due to the specific industrial

structure in Italy (i.e. mainly small-sized enterprises), there is only a small demand for university

graduates in the Italian labour market. Italians with a university degree only find work after a waiting

period and then often only in part-time work.

6. Conclusions: Uniformity and Diversity in Europe

This paper has focused on the determinants of women’s labour market participation and their social

construction. The theoretical part has tried to combine economic and sociological insights within an

analytical framework. The economic mainstream argues that both economic factors, such as wages and

taxes, and sociological factors shape women’s labour market participation. These social structures,

however, which are treated as exogenous within the economic li terature, are socially constructed and

embedded in a social and poli tical system. Recognizing this fact, the societal systems approach

investigates the impact of historically embedded institutions on the organization of labour systems. The

research in the field of comparative welfare states analyzes the influence of the organization of a welfare

system on the labour market behaviour of different groups in society.

The analytical framework in Section 4 has shown that macro-governance shapes, on the one

side, social structures and preferences of households, and determine, on the other side, the organization

of the economic production system. Within this framework we have distinguished between the system of

economic production (the firms), the system of social reproduction (the households) and the system of

governance (the state). Poli tical measures influence both the system of social reproduction and the

system of economic production. The interaction of these three system determine not only the quantity

but also the quality of women’s labour market participation.
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We conclude that the poli tical arrangement of li fe and work spheres shapes, on the one side, a

gender culture and, on the other side, an organization culture. Poli tical measures in the area of social,

family, education or fiscal policy generate incentives and thus influence women’s labour market

behaviour. Moreover, poli tical measures in the area of labour, structural and industry policy structures

the organization of labour markets and, consequently, women’s chance to participate in the labour

market.

The empirical part of this paper has tested some determinants of women’s labour market

integration using microdata from the European Community Household Panel (ECHP). The main aim of

this section was to analyze supply-side variables in order to show the reasons for differences in labour

market participation across Europe. Indeed, we have found evidence for differences in gender cultures.

The empirical analysis has revealed that women leave the labour market with increasing age or

�  however to a lesser extent �  change to part-time work. This has led us to the conclusion that a greater

flexibili ty between part-time and full -time employment is necessary to prevent women from leaving the

labour market. Moreover, we have argued that both partnership and care responsibili ties have a strong

negative impact on women’s labour market participation in all countries. Care responsibili ties have, on

the other hand, a positive effect on part-time employment. Finally we have shown that education

significantly increases the chance of women’s labour market participation although the effect of

education on part-time employment differs across Europe. In sum, factors such as partnership, care

responsibili ties and low education have a negative impact on women’s labour market participation.

Behind these common trends, however, there is heterogeneity across the different countries. Thus we

find clear differences of gender orders across Europe. Women’s labour market participation can be

quite well explained by traditional gender roles in some countries (like Spain, Italy, Ireland, Belgium,

the Netherlands, Luxembourg and Austria), but not in others (like Finland, Denmark and the UK).

Nevertheless we have seen that distinct poli tical systems can indeed generate similar results due to

differences in family structures (e.g. nuclear family versus strong kinship ties) and in the organization of

care institutions (public versus private). Therefore, a promotion of women’s labour market

participation, which should certainly be a goal of equal opportunity policies, requires distinct poli tical

measures. Thus equal opportunity policy cannot be delegated exclusively to European Institutions.
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