
AIAS
Amsterdam Institute for

     Advanced labour Studies

University of AmsterdamAIAS

The impact of attitudes and work 
preferences on Dutch mothers’ 

employment patterns 
Justine Ruitenberg and Paul de Beer

Working Paper 120
April 2012



Acknowledgements

We greatly appreciated the critical remarks on earlier drafts by Christien Brinkgreve 

(also co-supervisor of  the research project), Robert Voogt, Kea Tijdens and Eelco 

Wierda.  We are also grateful to CentERdata of  Tilburg University, the Netherlands. 

They made it possible to append our questionnaire to the LISS (Longitudinal Internet 

Studies for the Social sciences) panel survey.

April 2012

© Justine Ruitenberg and Paul de Beer, Amsterdam

Bibliographic information 
Ruitenberg, J., Beer, P.T. de (2012). The impact of  attitudes and work preferences on Dutch moth-
ers’ employment patterns. University of  Amsterdam, AIAS Working Paper 120.

Author information
In 2008 Justine Ruitenberg started her PhD research at the Amsterdam Institute for Advanced La-
bour Studies, University of  Amsterdam. The study examines the influence of  micro socialisation 
processes on Dutch women’s diverse gender and work attitudes, work preferences and employment 
patterns. Quantitative and qualitative research methods are employed. This article is the first part of  
her research and contains the quantitative analysis of  the relationship between attitudes, preferences 
and behaviour.

Information may be quoted provided the source is stated accurately and clearly. Reproduction for 
own/internal use is permitted. 
This paper can be downloaded from our website www.uva-aias.net under the section:   
Publications/Working papers.



The impact of attitudes and 
work preferences on Dutch 

mothers’ employment 
patterns

 

WP 120

Justine Ruitenberg

Amsterdam Institute for Advanced labour Studies,  
University of Amsterdam

Paul de Beer

Amsterdam Institute for Advanced labour Studies,  
University of Amsterdam

De Burcht (Dutch Centre for Industrial Relations)



Page ● 4

Justine Ruitenberg and Paul de Beer



Page ● 5

The impact of attitudes and work preferences on Dutch mothers’ employment patterns

Table of contents

AbstrAct .....................................................................................................................................7

1. IntroductIon ........................................................................................................................9

2. PrevIous studIes of mothers’ lAbour PArtIcIPAtIon ..................................................................11

2.1. The contested role of  women’s preferences ..............................................................................................12

2.2. Preferences and attitudes ..............................................................................................................................12

2.3. Personal and general gender attitudes ........................................................................................................13

2.4. Work attitudes ................................................................................................................................................14

3. reseArch method  ................................................................................................................17

3.1. Analyses  .......................................................................................................................................................17

3.2. Variables  .......................................................................................................................................................18

4. results ...............................................................................................................................23

4.1. Mothers’ labour participation ......................................................................................................................23

4.2. Number of  hours worked  ...........................................................................................................................23

4.3. Work preference ............................................................................................................................................24

5. conclusIon And dIscussIon .................................................................................................29

references .................................................................................................................................33

AIAs WorkIng PAPers ...............................................................................................................37

InformAtIon About AIAs ...........................................................................................................45



Page ● 6

Justine Ruitenberg and Paul de Beer



Page ● 7

The impact of attitudes and work preferences on Dutch mothers’ employment patterns

Abstract

In the last decades, preference theory has gained significance in the academic literature on the deter-

minants of  female employment patterns. Mostly, within these studies gender and work attitudes and work 

preferences (the number of  hours a woman prefers to work) are treated as one concept. However, in this 

article it is argued that relatively variable work preferences act as a mediating factor between more stable 

gender and work attitudes and actual labour market behaviour. With a path analysis of  a representative 

survey among 940 Dutch mothers, the study demonstrates that the effect of  gender and work attitudes on 

mothers’ labour market behaviour is largely mediated by the variable work preference, which influence on 

actual labour participation appears much larger than the influence of  objective background characteristics. 

Next, the analysis supports the claim that more or less stable gender and work attitudes have a balancing 

effect on otherwise more flexible work preferences. 

Keywords: gender attitudes, labour market behaviour, mothers, work attitudes, work preferences, women
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1. Introduction

In most Western countries, the labour participation of  men and women show a similar pattern. While 

most males are employed in a fulltime job, a considerable part of  females are not employed or work part-

time (see table 1). Compared to other Western countries, the Dutch female employment pattern stands out 

as the most differentiated, in particular among mothers.1 Table 1 shows, that roughly half  of  Dutch women 

of  working age are not employed or work less than 20 hours a week, while only 17 percent work 35 hours 

or more. 

This large variation makes the Netherlands a particularly interesting case to study the causes of  the dif-

ferences in labour market participation between women, and mothers in particular. Why do some mothers 

have a fulltime job, while others work part-time or are not employed at all? 

Table 1 Labour participation patterns of men and women of working age (aged 15 to 64) in selected 
OECD countries, 2009

Men Women

0 hours
1 to 19 
hours

20 to 34 
hours

35 hours 
or more

0 hours
1 to 19 
hours

20 to 34 
hours

35 hours 
or more

Belgium 32.8 1.9 5.1 60.1 44.0 7.8 17.9 30.3
Denmark 21.7 7.8 5.3 65.3 26.9 10.9 20.0 42.2
Finland 31.1 3.2 5.3 60.3 32.1 5.6 11.1 51.2
France 31.6 1.4 3.9 63.1 40.0 5.2 13.8 41.0
Germany 24.5 3.9 3.9 67.7 34.8 13.3 17.4 34.4
Italy 31.4 1.5 4.4 62.8 53.6 4.4 13.4 28.6
Japan 19.8 2.7 10.9 66.2 40.2 6.0 20.5 33.0
Nether-
lands 19.2 9.5 10.7 60.7 29.4 22.3 31.3 17.1

Spain 32.5 1.2 3.1 63.2 46.5 4.2 11.0 38.3
Sweden 25.9 3.7 7.3 63.1 29.8 5.7 21.0 43.5
United 
Kingdom 24.3 4.6 6.2 64.9 34.4 13.5 17.7 34.4

United 
States 28.0 2.6 6.8 62.6 36.6 4.9 11.9 46.6

Source: OECD Statistics (http://stats.oecd.org/) 

1 In the Netherlands in 2010, 32.4 percent of  the mothers were not in paid work, 42.5 percent worked between 12 to 24 hours 
a week, 13.8 percent worked 25 to 35 hours a week, and 11.3 percent worked 36 hours or more (CBS Statline, 2011).



Page ● 10

Justine Ruitenberg and Paul de Beer



Page ● 11

The impact of attitudes and work preferences on Dutch mothers’ employment patterns

2. Previous studies of mothers’ labour 
participation

Most studies of  mothers’ employment patterns focus on external factors. At the macro level, mothers’ 

labour market behaviour is shaped by the constraints and opportunities offered by social institutions at the 

national level (Mandel, 2009). In addition, mothers’ employment decision is influenced by the dominant 

culture of  care (Kremer, 2007). At the meso level of  the industry, company policies and cultures limit or 

expand the options for mothers to choose their desired work pattern. This may explain, at least in part, why 

women predominantly work in education, (health) care and other public services, which often offer family-

friendly work arrangements (Tausig and Fenwick, 2001, Hill, 2004, Merens, et al. 2011). 

Yet, macro approaches cannot explain the variation of  mothers’ labour participation within a country. 

Meso factors may explain why the distribution of  working mothers over industries differs from the distri-

bution of  men (and fathers), yet, they do not explain why not all mothers within a country work in family 

friendly industries. 

The micro-economic approach does explain differences between mothers in the same country. This ap-

proach usually starts from the standard economic assumption that the number of  hours a person wants to 

work is the outcome of  a rational choice between income and leisure (Becker, 1965). If  the earning capacity 

of  husband and wife differs, a gendered division of  work is optimal, in which the father has a paid job and 

the mother stays at home and takes care of  the children. However, this theory can only explain a complete 

division of  work and not a partial division, such as the predominance of  part-time work among women and 

full-time work among men in the Netherlands. 

Moreover, recent research has shown that rational or economic factors only play a limited role in ex-

plaining people’s choices (Hakim, 2000, Cloïn, 2010, Van Wel and Knijn, 2007). Differences in individual 

attitudes and work preferences also have to be taken into account. Therefore, this article seeks to explain the 

current heterogeneous labour market pattern of  Dutch mothers by focusing on their work preference and 

their work and gender attitude. The central question of  this article is, thus:

To what extent can heterogeneous gender and work attitudes of  Dutch mothers explain their diverse work preferences and, 

consequently, their diverse labour market behaviour?
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2.1. The contested role of women’s preferences

Hakim (1997) was one of  the first scholars to argue that women’s decision on how much to work is 

based on their sex role attitudes and work preferences. She stresses that individual attitudes have an impor-

tant impact on labour participation. She even claims that attitudinal factors, such as work-lifestyle prefer-

ences, are more important than institutions and structures in explaining female employment. “A situation that 

might present an impossible stumbling block to one person may be perceived as a stepping stone by someone else” (Hakim 2000, 

p.170). Hakim acknowledges that institutions and social structures play a part as well, yet these are “influences, 

not coercive powers” (Hakim 2000, p.168). 

Many other studies have demonstrated that attitudes and intentions are closely related to what people 

actually do (Bram 1977 in Sanders and Beekes 1993, Hoffnung 2004, Portegijs 2008, Cloïn 2010, Van Wel 

and Knijn 2006, Kan 2007, Blozendahl and Myers, 2004, Beets, et al., 1997). Hooghiemstra (2000, p.120) 

demonstrated in a study of  Dutch couples that the wife’s attitude towards paid work has the strongest cor-

relation with her actual working hours. Cunningham (2005) showed that women with egalitarian attitudes 

more often work fulltime compared to women with less egalitarian attitudes (Cunningham 2005, p.880).

However, other researchers have disputed post-modern theories, such as Hakim’s, as well as the re-

search methods used (Sullivan 2002, Crompton and Harris 1998, Author B, Kan 2007). These critics argue 

that people come up against a number of  barriers in their everyday lives, which limit their choice options. 

Women’s educational attainment, their ethnic and social background, their employment record and age all 

affect their future employment perspectives (Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007). Furthermore, Charles and Har-

ris emphasise that “the individualization thesis is limited in the sense that individuals remain ‘embedded’ in social networks 

and that tradition – in the form of  gendered beliefs about ‘the proper thing to do’ – provides the context within which social 

actors make decisions about their lives.” (Charles and Harris 2007, p.279)

2.2. Preferences and attitudes

As the concise overview of  the literature shows, numerous studies have addressed the question how at-

titudes and preferences affect female employment behaviour. These studies usually mingle the more general 

and abstract concept of  work or gender attitude and the more concrete work preferences, e.g. as measured by 

the number of  hours a woman prefers to work. For example, Hakim (2000) assumes that different gender 

attitudes automatically translate into a particular number of  desired working hours (also Risman, 1999, 
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Stähli, 2009). Home-centred women, with a traditional gender attitude, are assumed to desire no paid work 

at all. Work-centred women, whose main priorities are work and self-development, are assumed to prefer a 

fulltime job, even after childbirth (Hakim, 2000, p.164). These studies do not distinguish, either theoretically 

or empirically, between gender and work attitudes, on the one hand, and the preferred number of  hours of  

paid work, on the other. Although the concepts are certainly related, in this article it is argued that work and 

gender attitudes and the preferred number of  working hours are different concepts and must be analysed 

separately. 

This study perceives attitudes as a set of  conscious and – maybe, more often – unconscious ideas about 

various aspects of  life in general. As Bem (1965) claimed, people do not think much about their attitudes, 

in general. This interpretation of  attitudes corresponds with the exposure-based approach which states that 

individuals develop their attitudes in reaction to new ideas and situations (Bolzendahl and Meyers, 2004). 

Attitudes are shaped by experiences in childhood, during the school period (young adulthood) and in early 

work experiences, and are relatively resistant to change after that time (Blunsdon and Reed, 2005). The ex-

posure-based approach contradicts with interest-based theories that emphasize that individuals adapt their 

attitudes to the present situation to facilitate their needs and interests (Kroska and Elman, 2009, Bolzendahl 

and Meyers, 2004). 

Work preferences are here identified as the preferred number of  hours in paid work. Work preferences are 

a dynamic result of  rational, personal and social considerations. Each mother has a perception of  what she 

wants herself, what others, especially her partner and her children, expect her to do, and what she is able to 

do in view of  her educational attainment, work experience, age, family income, etc. In other words, mothers 

base their preferred working hours on what they like, what is possible, what they are expected to do, and 

what they are used to (Kremer, 2007). This means that the number of  hours women prefer to work does 

not only depend on her attitudes, but also on her life phase and her current situation, and is therefore more 

sensitive to change over time than her attitudes. The first hypothesis is:

A mother’s employment behaviour is largely determined by her work preference.

2.3. Personal and general gender attitudes

Gender attitudes are defined as moral views and personal ideas about the ideal division of  work between 

men and women (Tomlinson, 2006). Earlier research has demonstrated that it is important to distinguish 

general gender views from personal ideals. There is often a discrepancy between an individual’s moral views 
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of  the lives of  men and women in general, and her personal ideal of  the division of  labour with her spouse 

(Hochschild, 1989). Research has shown that personal attitudes have a significant effect on labour market 

decisions, whereas more general gender conceptions seem to have no effect (Risman et al.,1999) or a much 

smaller effect (Marks and Houstan, 2002). Moreover, Smithson (1999) found inconsistencies between what 

women think is appropriate for other people and their own personal plans. To explain these inconsistencies 

people refer to their own personal choices (Marks and Houston, 2002, p.322). 

General gender attitude ranges from a traditional attitude to an egalitarian attitude, with an adaptive attitude 

in between. A woman has a traditional gender attitude if  she consents with the ideology of  the traditional, 

unequal division of  labour between men and women. An egalitarian gender attitude implies that she adheres 

to the idea that partners take an equal share of  paid and unpaid labour. A woman with an adaptive attitude 

supports a division of  labour between fathers who are the fulltime providers and mothers who divide their 

time between paid and unpaid work. 

The personal gender attitude of  a person is interpreted as her own ideal family life. Parallel to general gender 

attitude, the article distinguishes three types. A traditional personal gender attitude means that it is a mother’s 

ideal to be a fulltime home-maker and have a husband as breadwinner, since her children and her family are 

her main concern in life. An egalitarian personal gender attitude means that a mother desires an equal division 

of  labour with her partner at home and in the labour market. An adaptive personal gender attitude means a  

mother wants paid work, yet, she also wishes to provide the unpaid caring work (Haas, 2005). 

The second hypothesis is: A mother’s work preference is primarily determined by her personal and general gender 

attitude.

2.4. Work attitudes

This article distinguishes work attitudes from gender attitudes, since job ambitions and motherhood 

ideals often exist in different spheres. For example, Katchadourian and Boli (1994) concluded that women 

as well as men were better prepared for the world of  work than they were for family life (in Hoffnung, 2004, 

p. 712). However, as soon as women gave birth to a child, they automatically placed family demands ahead 

of  career demands, contrary to their earlier career expectations, and anticipated long maternity leaves and 

subsequent part-time employment. Yet, Marks and Houston (2002) found that work commitment was the 

attitudinal factor that best explained women’s employment behaviour, while women’s ideological views on 
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motherhood did not differ: all agreed that motherhood is more important than work. 

Work attitudes are, here, defined as the personal motivation to pursue paid work. Previous studies found 

that the intrinsic characteristics of  work (self-development, colleagues) are more important for women 

than the extrinsic characteristics (pay, career possibilities, status), as opposed to men (Portegijs, 2008). Cloïn 

(2010) shows that women who are strongly motivated by intrinsic work values, work more hours compared 

to women who value extrinsic values more.  The third hypothesis is: A mother’s work preference is secondarily 

determined by her work attitude.

By distinguishing between the concepts of  gender and work attitude and work preferences, we are bet-

ter able to examine which factors are most important in explaining the current heterogeneous employment 

pattern of  Dutch mothers. The three hypotheses are illustrated in figure 1.

Figure 1 Theoretical model and hypotheses

 26

Figures 

Figure 1. Theoretical model and hypotheses 

General and 
personal gender 

attitude 
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3. Research method 

The three hypotheses are tested by analysing data from the LISS (Longitudinal Internet Studies for the 

Social sciences) panel survey, administered by CentERdata of  Tilburg University, the Netherlands. The LISS 

panel consists of  a representative sample of  the Dutch population who participate in monthly internet sur-

veys. A longitudinal survey is conducted among the panel every year, covering a large variety of  domains, 

including work, education, income, housing, time use, political views, values and personality. Apart from this 

annual survey, the respondents receive a different questionnaire each month which focuses on a particular 

topic. 

For the analysis several questions are used from the questionnaires ‘Politics and Values’ and ‘Work and 

Schooling’, which were conducted in November 2010. In addition, a special questionnaire for this study was 

also answered in November 2010 by mothers with children below the age of  13 and with at least one child 

still living at home. This questionnaire included 40 questions and was sent to a random selection of  1,374 

mothers, of  whom 948 returned a completed form (response rate 69.0 %). The questionnaire included 

questions about the parental background, the attitude towards work and the influence of  the current social 

environment. 

The composition of  the sample of  mothers with respect to age, number of  children, education and 

working hours differs only slightly from the composition of  the full population, as registered by Statistics 

Netherlands. The sample is therefore representative for the Dutch population of  mothers with at least one 

child below the age of  13 living at home.  

3.1. Analyses

As shown in figure 1, the theoretical model includes two dependent variables, labour market behaviour 

and work preference, which are simultaneously analysed with a structural path model. The advantage of  a 

structural path model is that it enables to examine in one regression analysis the causal relationship between 

a number of  independent variables and more than one dependent variable. Moreover, the analyses estimates 

the direct and the indirect impact of  several independent variables, while controlling for their covariances. 

In this way the relative importance of  the total effect of  various attitudes and personal characteristics on 

work preferences and on labour market behaviour can be compared. To perform the structural path analysis 

the study uses the software package Amos™ 19 (IBM SPSS®). 
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For a well-functioning path analysis, the number of  variables included in the analyses must be limited. 

For this reason, a number of  linear (OLS) and logistic regressions are performed with only one of  the de-

pendent variables, to examine which independent variables have a significant effect on the dependent vari-

ables. Next, the non-significant variables are excluded from the analysis. Only the significant variables are 

included in the structural path analysis. Thus, all reported coefficients are significant. The analysis is based 

on 941 cases. Based on the Bollen-line bootstrap (p =.001), the study can accept the model (Arbuckle 2010).

3.2. Variables

Table 2 gives an overview of  the descriptive statistics of  the dependent variables used in the analysis, 

and the background characteristics. 

Table 2 Descriptives variables

Dependent Variables N min. max. mean stdev

Participation 817 0 1 .74 .439

Working hours 546 0 45 17.6 13.132

Work preference 742 0 45 17.7 12.01

Background variables

Educational level 936 1 6 3.73 1.323

Number of  children 941 1 6 1.96 .825

A child younger than 8 years old? 647 1 2 .87 .333

Age 941 18 80 43.70 8.630

Age squared (divided by 100) 941 3.24 64.00 19.84 7.749

Partner 941 0 1 .87 .333

Income Partner 842 .00 8.99 6.949 2.25

No income 941 0 1 .080 .272

Do you consider yourself  as a member of  a religion? 941 0 1 .378 .485

Did you mother have paid work when you were twelve 
years old?

941 0 1 .3018 .459

Educational level mother 941 863 5 2.03 .996

Source: LISS Data

The main dependent variable in the model is mother’s labour participation. For both theoretical and 

empirical reasons this variable is split in two separate variables: whether the respondent has paid work or not 

(the participation variable) and the number of  hours per week she works on average in case she has paid work. 

The theoretical reason for this distinction is, that the decision to work may be influenced by other factors 
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than the number of  working hours. The empirical reason is that the distribution of  the number of  working 

hours, including those who do not work, has a spike at zero hours and a more or less normal distribution 

for positive values, which complicates the estimation of  the number of  working hours with a linear regres-

sion analysis. 

The second dependent variable, which also acts as an explanatory variable of  the first dependent vari-

able, is work preference. This is measured by the question: How many hours per week in total would you like 

to work?

The independent variables include three attitudinal variables and several background characteristics.

The first attitudinal variable is a mother’s general gender attitude. For this variable, the study constructs a 

scale based on seven statements2:

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

working mother.

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

job.

 ● Overall, family life suffers the consequences if  the mother has a full-time job.

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

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

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

 ● A woman is more suited to rearing young children than a man.

A factor analysis shows that these variables load on one dimension (Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.824). The 

scale is created by adding the scores on these questions and recoding them, so that the scale runs from 0 to 1. 

 The 25 percent of  the mothers that score lowest on this scale (from 0 to .45) are considered to be relatively 

traditional, the 50 percent in between (from .45 to .8) are considered to be adaptive and the 25 percent high-

est scoring mothers (from .8 to 1) relatively egalitarian. 

2 The possible answers were: 1. fully disagree,  2. disagree, 3. neither agree nor disagree, 4. agree, 5. fully agree.
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The second attitudinal variable relates to a mother’s personal gender attitude, her own ideal family life. 

This variable is based on the question, suggested by Hakim (2000), Which family life is closest to your most ideal 

family life? The answering options were:

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

2) A family in which my partner works fulltime and I work part-time and take the main responsibility of  

the household tasks and child care. 

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

4) A family in which I work fulltime and my partner works part-time and he (or she) takes the main respon-

sibility of  the household tasks and child care. 

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

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

7) No children.

Category 1 (endorsed by 12 per cent of  Dutch mothers) is considered to represent a traditional ideal 

family life, category 2 (36 per cent) an adaptive ideal family life, and the categories 3 to 6 (52 per cent) rep-

resent egalitarian ideals, of  which an equal division between the partners (category  3) is by far the most 

prevalent ideal (49 per cent).  

The third attitudinal variable refers to the respondent’s work attitude. This attitude is measured by asking each 

respondent to choose, out of  eleven propositions about life and work in general, the three that suited her most.

 ● A good education is important. (44 percent)

 ● I want to fulfil my full potential. (25 percent)

 ● Caring for others is important. (46 percent)

 ● I like to work. (38 percent)

 ● I work to be valued by my social environment. (2 percent) 

 ● I only want to do what I really want. (36 percent)

 ● Work is above all a mean to earn money. (28 percent)

 ● I work to be financially independent of  others. (30 percent)

 ● I work to contribute to society. (10 percent)

 ● When I do not do paid work, I feel less worthwhile. (7 percent) 

 ● I work to make a career. (2 percent)



Page ● 21

The impact of attitudes and work preferences on Dutch mothers’ employment patterns

Since these questions cannot be transformed straightforwardly into a single variable, as an outcome of  

the factor analyses, each attitude is included as a separate dummy variable in the analysis.

To control for objective background characteristics, a number of  variables are included. These control 

variables allow to weigh the importance of  attitudinal factors as compared to objective characteristics. 

Moreover, the path analyses enables to distinguish between the (direct) influence of  these background char-

acteristics on women’s labour market behaviour and the influence on their work preferences. 

Educational attainment. Many studies have shown that the higher the educational level, the higher the 

labour market participation of  women (Merens et al.,  2011). Higher educated women more often continue 

to work after giving birth than low educated women, because they earn a higher wage, which allows them 

to pay for child-care facilities (Allaart and De Voogd-Hamelink 1994, in Doorewaard et al, 2004, p.11). 

Furthermore, it is known that women’s and men’s education are positively associated with egalitarianism 

(Kroska, 2009, p.373,), which might be a result of  exposure to ideas about equality and or the establishment 

of  career oriented networks (Cunningham, 2005, p.887). Thus, the study expects higher educated mothers 

to (prefer to) work more hours than lower educated mothers.3 

Number and age of  children. The larger the number of  children and the younger their age, it is expected, the 

lower the (preferred) number of  working hours will be. Regarding the age of  the child, the following ques-

tion is used: Do you have children younger than 8 years old? Since this question was only asked to working 

mothers, this variable is only included in explaining the (preferred) number of  working hours. 

Age. Age may refer to the life phase as well as to the generation (birth cohort) of  the respondent. In a 

cross-sectional analysis it is not possible to distinguish between age and cohort effects. Recent research has 

shown that the number of  hours women work after giving birth to their first child is higher for younger than 

for older generations (Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010). Younger mothers are expected to work more hours 

than older mothers. Yet, the older a mother is, the older her children tend to be4 and caring tasks diminish. 

Thus, the number of  working hours older mothers prefer is expected to be higher than the number younger 

mothers prefer. After a certain age, as mothers approach retirement, their preferred labour market orienta-

tion may change again (Roman et al., 2007). To account for this possible non-linear relationship between age 

and labour participation, the variable age squared (divided by 100) is included in the analyses. 

3 The categories are: 1. primary school, 2. vmbo (intermediate secondary education, US: junior high school, 3. havo/vwo 
(higher secondary education/preparatory university, 4. mbo (intermediate vocational education, US: junior college), 5. hbo 
(higher vocational education, US: college), 6. wo (university).

4 Since we do not have exact information on the age of  her children – the only question refers to whether the respondent has 
a child below the age of  eight – mother’s age may act as a proxy for the age of  her children.
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Partner. A partner can affect his spouse’s employment decision in various ways: his income, the number 

of  hours he works, his career perspectives, his attitude towards her income and her career perspectives 

and his acceptance or rejection of  the male breadwinner model may all influence a mother’s labour market 

preferences and behaviour (Kangas and Rostgaard, 2007, Van Wel and Knijn, 2006). The hypothesis is that 

cohabiting mothers work less hours than single mothers, since single women cannot financially rely on a 

partner and, thus, have to work more hours to earn a living. Yet, the preferred number of  working hours of  

single mothers might be lower because they cannot share their caring tasks with a partner. 

In line with microeconomic theory, the higher the income of  the partner, the less hours his wife works, 

because his income is sufficient to make ends meet. 5 Moreover, a strongly career oriented husband, with 

high earnings, may make long working hours and leave the bulk of  household responsibilities to his wife, 

which may hinder her labour participation (Cloïn, 2010). However, a high income might not necessarily 

reduce a mother’s work preference, which might be higher than one would expect in view of  her partners’ 

income. 

Religion. A religious orientation is expected to have a negative effect on the labour market participation 

and on the preferred number of  working hours, since it generally reinforces traditional views and reduces 

support for feminism (Blozendahl and Meyers, 2004). Mother’s were asked whether they considered them-

selves as a member of  a religion.

Mother. In line with exposure-based theory, whether the mother had a working mother herself  and how 

well educated her mother was, are also relevant background variables. A higher educated and/or work-

ing mother is expected to increase the respondent’s labour participation and her preferred number of  

working hours. Because the vast majority of  fathers worked, this factor is not included in the analysis. 

5 Since we include the log of  the income of  the partner in the analysis, we imputed a value of  zero for the log of  zero income, 
which does not exist. To correct for this, we added a dummy variable which is one in case the partner has no income.
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4. Results

4.1. Mothers’ labour participation

Initially, all relevant background variables and the number of  preferred working hours are included in 

a logistic regression analysis to examine which variables affect whether a mother has a paid job or not. Re-

markably, only the number of  preferred working hours exerts a direct significant effect on participation in 

paid work (beta .336) (table 3). In a logistic regression analysis, work preference explains almost 60 per cent 

of  the variance of  the participation (not shown). In itself, this is not very surprising, but the impact of  this 

variable is so strong, that the background characteristics of  the mother, such as age, educational level, the 

number of  children, the presence and the income of  a partner, do not have any direct significant influence 

at all, despite the fact that these variables play a crucial role in most sociological and economic theories of  

labour market behaviour. To the extent that these factors do matter, their influence is fully mediated by the 

work preference of  the mother. 

Table 3 Estimated coefficients of participation in paid work

Coefficient Beta C.R.

Work preference .025 .336 10.176

Constant .269 4.764
Beta = Standardised regression coefficient

4.2. Number of hours worked 

Next, the study examines which variables affect the number of  hours a mother works if  she has paid 

work (table 4 and figure 2). The Squared Multiple Correlation of  worked hours is 0.829. As expected, older 

mothers work fewer hours than younger mothers (beta -.789), but the positive sign of  age squared shows 

that the number of  hours increases again beyond the age of  44. 

Consistent with previous research higher educated mother work more hours than lower educated moth-

ers (beta .094). As expected, mothers who consider themselves to be religious, work less hours (beta -.071).  

In line with microeconomic theory, the income of  her partner exerts a negative influence on the hours a 

mother works (beta -.396). 
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Most relevant for the analysis is the large influence of  a mother’s preferred number of  working hours on 

her actual number of  working hours (beta .702). For every hour a mother prefers to work more, she actually 

works three quarters of  an hour more. This result confirms the first hypothesis. It is noteworthy that the 

standardised coefficient of  the preferred working hours is much larger than the standardised coefficients 

of  the background characteristics,6 which means that the influence of  work preference outweighs the other 

influences.

Table 4 Estimated coefficients of  number of working hours

Coefficient Beta C.R.

Work preference .774 .702 35.720

Age -.963 -.789 -4.178

Age2 1.099 .880 4.298

Education .906 .094 4.466

Income partner -1.240 -.396 -3.851

No income -9.175 -.593 -4.515

Religiousness -1.104 -.071 -2.069

Constant 32.695 11.597

4.3. Work preference 

Which variables explain the number of  hours a mother prefers to work? In the analysis, the Squared 

Multiple Correlations of  the dependent variable work preference is 0.439. 

A number of  background characteristics contribute to explaining preferred hours (table 5 and figure 

2). As expected, the older a mother is, the more hours she wishes to work (beta 1.722), although, as shown 

above, she actually works less hours. Next, the more children a mother has, the less hours she prefers to 

work. For every extra child, she prefers to reduce her working week by almost 1.5 hours (beta -.096). Higher 

educated mother prefer to work more hours than lower educated mothers (beta .089).

6 The standardised coefficients of age and age square are comparable with work preference, but because they 
have opposite signs they largely cancel each other out.
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Table 5 Estimated coefficients of  number of preferred working hours

Coefficient Beta C.R

Ideal family life 3.934 .280 6.857

Gender attitude 5.808 .097 3.601

Economic 
independence

2.618 .187 4.130

Work is fun 2.418 .172 5.805

Age 1.722 1.556 5.875

Age2 -1.985 -1.754 -6.128

Number of children -1.430 -.096 -3.275

Education .774 .089 2.851

Partner present -2.011 -.143 -2.260

Mother paid work 2.868 .205 4.316

Constant -26.431 -3.996

Mothers living together with a partner prefer to work less hours (2 hours on average) than mothers that 

run a single household (beta -.143). The income of  her partner has no effect on a mother’s preferred hours, 

although it does significantly reduce her actual working hours. 

Figure 2 Standardized coefficients of estimated path mode

 27

Figure 2: Standardized coefficients of estimated path model. 
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In case a mother’s own mother had a paid job when she was twelve years old, she prefers to work almost 

3 hours more than if  her mother did not work (beta .205). As noticed above, an advantage of  a path analysis 

is that it enables to estimate both the direct and the indirect impact of  several independent variables, result-

ing in the total standardized effects (table 6).  These results show that the presence of  a working mother, in-
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fluences a mothers participation decision as well as her number of  actual working hours indirectly via work 

preferences (beta .063 and .143, respectively). The educational level of  her parents has no additional effect.

Table 6 Standardized total effects

Dependent variable

Work Hours worked Work preference

Work preference .336 .702

Ideal family life .094 .197 .280

Gender attitude .033 .068 .097

I like to work .058 .121 .172

Economic 
independence .063 .131 .187

Mother paid work .069 .143 .205

Education .030 .156 .089

Number of children -.032 -.068 -.096

Partner present -.048 -.101 -.143

Income partner -.396

No income -,593

Age .522 .303 1.556

Age squared -.589 -.350 -1.754

Religiousness -.071

Our second hypothesis, concerning the effect of  gender attitude on work preference, is confirmed by 

our analysis. The more egalitarian a mother’s gender attitude, the more hours she prefers to work (beta .097). 

In addition, when she has a traditional personal ideal family life, she prefers less working hours (beta .280). 

As expected, the personal ideal family life has a considerably stronger impact on the preferred number of  

hours than more general moral views on the gendered division of  labour.

Work attitudes matter as well, which confirms our third hypothesis. Women with intrinsic work values 

prefer to work more hours. Nevertheless, only two attitudes out of  the eleven options affect a mother’s 

preferred number of  working hours significantly. A mother who chooses “I like to work” and “I work in 

order to be economically independent of  others” prefers to work 2.4 hours and 2.6 hours more (beta .172 

and .187, respectively) compared to a mother who does not endorse these propositions.7 

In addition, there are strong and positive covariances between having had a mother in paid work and 

the attitude “I work in order to be economically independent” and a mother’s personal ideal family life (not 

shown). This might signify that the influence of  a working mother in childhood is larger than previous re-

7 The other possibilities remained insignificant if  “I like to work” and “I work in order to be economically independent of  oth-
ers” were removed from the analyses.



Page ● 27

The impact of attitudes and work preferences on Dutch mothers’ employment patterns

search has shown. A working mother affects not only her daughter’s work preference, but also her gender 

and work attitude, which additionally affect her work preference. 

In order to better comprehend our statistical results, box 1 illustrates the effects of  attitudes and objec-

tive background characteristics on the preferred number of  hours and on the labour market behaviour of  

mothers by a fictional example.

Box 1

Once there were two close friends, named Anne and Sophie. Anne’s parents were strongly re-

ligious. Anne’s mother did not work. Sophie’s parents both worked (her mother in a part-time job) 

and they both really enjoyed their work. Anne and Sophie both obtained an university degree, got 

married and have given birth to three children by the time they are 36 years old. Anne’s general gen-

der attitude is adaptive (5 on a scale from 1 to 10), and she idealises a modified breadwinner model 

for her own family. Anne and her family attend church on Sundays. Sophie thinks work is fun, and 

she works in order to be economically independent. Her general gender attitude is egalitarian (8 on 

a scale from 1 to 10) and she has an egalitarian personal ideal family life.

With this knowledge of  Anne and Sophie, our model estimates allows us to predict their work 

preference and labour participation. 

With the attitudinal variables, taking into account that Anne and Sophie have similar background 

characteristics, such as income partner, age and number of  children (except for religion), the model 

predicts for Anne a work preference of  almost 13 hours, whereas Sophie would prefer to work 29 

hours. Anne’s actual working hours would be 17 hours a week. Sophie would work 31 hours a week. 
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5. Conclusion and discussion

In this article, it is examined to what extent differences in gender and work attitudes of  Dutch mothers 

explain the variation in preferred number of  working hours, and, consequently, their diverse labour market 

behaviour. In contrast to previous research, the concepts of  attitudes and preferences are theoretically and 

empirically distinguished. Theoretically, the study assumes that attitudes are more stable than preferences 

and, thus, less susceptible to the criticism that the causal relationship runs in the opposite direction, from 

behaviour to preferences. By applying a path analysis, the causal link between attitudes and preferences on 

the one hand and preferences and actual labour market behaviour on the other hand could be established, 

while controlling for the influence of  background characteristics. 

The results show that work preference is the only factor that exerts a direct significant influence on the 

participation decision. Contrary to most other theoretical and empirical studies, the background character-

istics of  the mother do not have any direct effect on the participation decision (although indirectly they do 

play a role). This might be explained by the fact that most other studies do not control for the influence of  

work preference.  

Regarding the number of  hours a mother works, most background characteristics do play a role, in the 

expected direction. Yet again, the number of  preferred working hours has by far the strongest effect on the 

number of  hours a mother actually works. For every hour a mother prefers to work more, she actually works 

an additional three quarters of  an hour more. 

The hypothesis that work preferences are based on personal and general gender attitudes is also sup-

ported by the empirical analysis. A mother’s personal ideal family life has the strongest impact on her 

preferred number of  working hours. In case a mother’s ideal is to be a fulltime homemaker, her preferred 

number of  working hours is considerably smaller than if  her ideal is an equal division of  paid and unpaid 

work between both partners. A more egalitarian general gender attitude, too, boosts the preferred number 

of  working hours, although the effect is much smaller than that of  her ideal family life. 

As expected, a mother’s work attitude also affects her work preference. But only two specific work at-

titudes have an additional positive effect on a mother’s work preference, namely “I like to work” and “I 

work in order to be economically independent of  others”. Previous research showed that other intrinsic 

work values, such as “I work in order to fulfil my full potential”, also influence women’s labour participation 

(Cloïn, 2010), but the present analysis does not lend support to this. This might be a consequence of  the 
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fact that in our questionnaire mothers could only choose three answers, which has the advantage that they 

are forced to choose their most relevant attitudes. For example, in case respondents can choose all possible 

work ethics, 74 percent of  the mothers confirm that they find it important to be economically independ-

ent (Merens et. al, 2011, p.99). In this survey, only 30 percent choose the possibility “I work in order to be 

economically independent”. 

The analysis also gives support to the influence of  a number of  background characteristics, which play 

an important role in microeconomic theories of  labour market behaviour. Educational level has a positive 

effect and the income of  the partner a negative effect on the actual number of  working hours, as microeco-

nomic theory predicts. Age has a curvilinear effect: up till the age of  44 working hours decline, and after that 

age they increase again. Moreover, religiousness reduces the number of  working hours. However, the impact 

of  these factors is much smaller than the impact of  a mother’s work preference. 

Education has a similar effect on a mother’s preferred number of  working hours as on her actual work-

ing hours. However, the effect of  age is the opposite. As the years pass, a mother prefers to work more 

hours, up till the age of  43, after which she prefers less working hours. The reason for this different impact 

of  age on actual working hours and preferred working hours is not clear and would be an interesting subject 

for future research. Possibly, it is related to a growing discrepancy between preferences and actual labour 

market opportunities as women become older.

Finally, the analysis shows a profound effect of  the presence of  a working mother during childhood 

on the work preference of  her adult daughter. Other recent studies already demonstrated that a working 

mother affects Dutch mothers’ working hours (Putten, 2008, Lut, Van Galen and Latten, 2010) and their 

participation decision (Cloïn, 2010). Our analysis confirms these results, and also sheds some light on the 

causal mechanism. The effect of  a mother in paid work is mediated by her daughter’s work preference. 

Moreover, the results suggest that the presence of  a working mother in childhood is larger than previous 

studies have shown, since there is a strong covariance between a working mother and a daughter’s gender 

and work attitude. These results are not only interesting in itself, but also reveal something about the causal 

relationship between attitudes, preferences and behaviour. 

A well-known criticism against the kind of  analysis in this article, which explains behaviour from pref-

erences and attitudes, is that it draws the wrong conclusion regarding the causal direction. For example, 

Crompton and Harris (1998, p.140) show that women’s work preferences and behaviour change as a con-

sequence of  opportunities and constraints at the work place, and less because of  individual choices or 
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family considerations. Kan (2005) and Cunningham (2005) stress the reciprocal character of  attitudes and 

behaviour and argue that work experiences can reinforce or weaken the original attitudes. Thus, the strong 

relationship between work preference and labour market participation might also indicate that mothers’ 

work preference adapts to their actual employment pattern. 

However, the study shows that work preference is strongly affected by gender and work attitudes, which 

are less likely to be influenced by actual labour market experiences. Moreover, the relatively strong effect of  

the presence of  a working mother on preferred working hours demonstrates that the source of  differences 

in work preferences should at least partly be traced back to the youth of  the mother. This understanding of  

work preferences reveals not only why Dutch mothers pursue diverse labour participation patterns, but also 

sheds light on why they persist in doing so. In forthcoming article delves deeper into the origins of  gender 

and work attitudes. 
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