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■ Abstract Women’s employment has been widely studied in both Western coun-
tries and Eastern Europe. In this article, the most frequently used measurements and de-
scriptions of women’s paid work are given, namely, participation rate, number of hours
worked, gender segregation, and the gender gap in earnings. Next, three approaches
used to study women’s employment are discussed: 1. the macro-level approach, which
gives a thorough understanding of the influence of the institutional context on women’s
work; 2. the micro-level approach, which compares individual-level results in a num-
ber of countries; and 3. the macro-micro approach, in which the relative importance
is shown of institutional and individual level factors. Finally, a review is given of the
hypotheses and outcomes of both the institutional level, with welfare regime and fam-
ily policy playing an important role, and the individual level, which shows that being
a mother has an important effect on women’s employment in the different countries
studied.

INTRODUCTION

Women’s work is a widely studied phenomenon. The increase in female labor force
participation in Western countries has led to a profound interest of sociologists
in the causes and effects of women’s work. Although labor market patterns in
Western Europe and the United States in the latter half of the twentieth century,
particularly in the past 25 years, have shown a striking resemblance when it comes
to the increase in women’s employment, there are many contrasts as well. The
comparison of Western countries regarding this topic has received much attention
(Treiman & Roos 1983, Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1990, Gornick et al. 1998).

East European countries differ considerably from Western countries when it
comes to women’s employment. High female employment rates were a rule in
Eastern Europe, and differences between countries before the fall of communism
seemed to be smaller than they were in the West during that period (Van Dijk 2001).
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After the political turnover in 1989, the socialist regimes began to move in the
direction of capitalism, which affected women’s employment in particular (Einhorn
1993, Heitlinger 1993, Funk & Mueller 1993). Eastern Europe has therefore been
a unique area for comparative research, where the effect of an actual change in
the institutional context on the individual lives of men and women can be studied
(Van der Lippe & Van Dijk 2001, Rijken & Ganzeboom 2001).

Although several indicators of women’s employment have been used in compar-
ative research, most cross-national research on women’s employment has focused
on labor force participation rates and on the number of hours worked (Rosenfeld
& Birkelund 1995, Blossfeld & Hakim 1997, Van der Lippe & Van Dijk 2001,
Evans et al. 2001). Also, a number of studies have concentrated on material re-
wards (Treiman & Roos 1983, Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1991) or on the segregation
of the sexes in the workplace (Rubery et al. 1998).

Different approaches have been used to explain differences in women’s em-
ployment between and within countries. These different approaches entail not
only different theoretical views but also different ways of handling data. A first
approach studies women’s work at the macro level by comparing differences in
institutional contexts (for example, Sainsbury 1994, Den Dulk 2001). Second, the
micro approach explains women’s employment by means of large-scale data-sets
on the individual level (Trappe & Rosenfeld 2001). Third, lately there has been
a tendency to combine the macro approach and the micro approach: Aspects of
women’s employment are explained by individual characteristics as well as by the
institutional context. One could say that, in this last approach, the usually descrip-
tive comparative studies at the macro level and the explanatory studies based on
individual-level data are combined into one analysis (Rijken & Ganzeboom 2001,
Gornick et al. 1998). Whatever approach is used, research shows that institutional
factors such as the welfare regime or the availability of childcare options explain
differences in women’s employment, in addition to individual-level factors such
as the presence of children (Van der Lippe 2001).

To summarize, the contrasts and similarities between countries make the study
of women’s employment in a comparative context relevant from a sociological
point of view. It is important to know to what extent the institutional context
influences the behavior of women and to what extent characteristics of women
themselves or their immediate family situations are responsible for their behavior.
The aim of this article is to give an overview of research on women’s employment
from a comparative perspective, its measurement and description, as well as to
examine the different approaches. The review is restricted to the research of the
past 25 years because in this period comparative research has risen in importance.
We start with an overview of the indicators most often used in comparative re-
search on women’s employment. Next, we discuss the different ways of studying
women’s employment from a comparative perspective, namely, the macro-level
approach, the micro-level approach, and a combination of these two. We then
discuss hypotheses about women’s employment and outcomes, at both the institu-
tional and the individual level in different countries. We conclude by addressing the
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differences and similarities in institutional contexts and their effects on women’s
work, as well as discussing the advantages and disadvantages of the different
approaches.

MEASUREMENTS AND DESCRIPTION
OF WOMEN’S WORK

Women’s employment can be measured in a variety of ways, and even when the
same indicator is used, the precise measures differ from study to study. We de-
scribe the most frequently used indicators of women’s employment in comparative
research. These indicators are economic activity, number of hours worked, gen-
der segregation, and wage differences. Although these indicators are described
separately, it is good to note that they relate to and influence each other.

Economic Activity Status

An important indicator to describe and compare women’s position in the labor
market is economic activity status (for example Gornick et al. 1998, Rønsen &
Sundstrom 1998). In official documents, economic activity status is almost always
expressed as employment or activity rate [European Commission 1996, Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 1998, 2001, Interna-
tional Labor Office 1999]. The employment rate is the number of employed women
relative to the total population of working age; the participation or activity rate is
the employment rate plus the number of registered unemployed women of working
age (OECD 2001). Whatever measure of economic activity status is used, it may
be problematic when women’s employment in different countries is described and
compared, because it is not simply the question whether or not women are involved
in paid work (yes or no) that matters for economic activity (Rubery et al. 1998,
Greenwood 2001). In some countries women mainly do part-time work, while
in other countries women usually work full-time. Furthermore, women in some
counties participate in unpaid family work (other than homemaking) more often
or are on leave for maternity or childcare purposes.

These differences cause difficulties in comparing countries when it comes to
economic activity participation rates of women. Despite these difficulties, there are
clear differences between countries. Results show that for a long time now, Nordic
countries, such as Sweden and Denmark, have had higher levels of female labor
force participation (76% in 2000; OECD 2001) than other Western countries. The
Anglo-Saxon countries, like the United States and the United Kingdom have been
runners-up (70% in 2000), while in Italy, Greece, and Spain, still only half of the
female population participate in the labor market (European Commission 1996,
International Labor Office 1975, 1985, 1995, 2000, United Nations 1999, Eurostat
2000, OECD 2001). For a long time, the Netherlands used to have a low level of
women’s employment, but recently the number of working women has increased
at a faster rate than in most other Western countries (OECD 2001). Increases in
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Western countries have been especially dramatic for married women (Jenson et al.
1988, Drew et al. 1998), although in Southern European countries the percentage
of married women who work, 37% in 1997, is still substantially lower than in
Scandinavian countries and the United States, where it is 63% (Eurostat 1998a,
U.S. Census Bureau 1997).

Under the influence of the socialist regime, the female labor force participation
rate in East European countries was high compared to Western countries in the
1960s; this picture remained stable until the political turnover in 1989. After the
political turnover, economic activity rates have decreased in East European coun-
tries (International Labor Office 1975, 1985, 1995, 2000, United Nations 1999,
OECD 2001). This decrease seems to be due to a general decrease of employment
in Eastern Europe. This is suggested by the fact that, when expressed as a percent-
age of the male activity rate, the female activity rate has increased in most of the
former socialist countries between 1988 and 1995 (United Nations’ Development
Program 1990, 1998). In Western countries, the corresponding figure has increased
as well, but here it is caused by an increase in women’s employment rather than a
decrease in male economic activity.

Number of Hours Worked

Despite the overall increase in the level of women’s employment in the industri-
alized world, there are considerable differences between countries when it comes
to the number of hours women work for pay. Most research focuses on choices
of women between part-time work and full-time work (Rosenfeld & Birkelund
1995, Blossfeld & Hakim 1997), although part-time work is thereby defined dif-
ferently. The ILO definition refers to jobs of a significantly lower number of
hours than the normal hours worked in that job (Hussmans et al. 1990), whereas
the OECD defines part-time work in terms of usual working hours under 30
per week (OECD 2000). Hakim (1993, 1997) argues that there are three types
of part-time jobs: (a) reduced hours (weekly hours a little shorter than usual),
(b) half-time jobs (15–29 hours a week), and (c) marginal jobs (only a few hours
a week). Both the ILO and Hakim definition leave room for different definitions
of part-time work across occupations or jobs. Moreover, one can argue about
the usual number of hours work in a job and about the cutpoint of part-time
work.

Using Hakim’s definition, working reduced hours is common in countries such
as Sweden, Denmark, and Norway; working half-time is prevalent in Britain,
Germany, France, and Belgium; and marginal hours are found especially in the
Netherlands. In the United States, Greece, Spain, and Portugal, most women work
full-time (Rosenfeld & Birkelund 1995, Fagan & Rubery 1996, Eurostat 1997,
Blossfeld & Hakim 1997, Hakim 1997, Plantenga & Hansen 1999). In Eastern
Europe, part-time work simply did not exist before the political turnover. Almost
ten years later, full-time work is still the rule in the former socialist countries (Van
der Lippe & Fodor 1998, OECD 2001).
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Gender Segregation

The rising number of women active in the labor market has had little or no effect on
occupational gender segregation (Persson & Jonung 1998). Gender segregation is
more conventionally measured by occupation than by industry. Occupational data
at the international level are, however, much less widely used than industrial data,
and there are considerable question marks against the comparability of such data
as are available (Rubery et al. 1998). Therefore, information on gender segrega-
tion usually refers to industrial sectors (agriculture, industry, service). In virtually
all countries, women are overrepresented in the service sector, whereas men are
overrepresented in the industrial sector (Eurostat 1998a, Melkas & Anker 2001).
Especially in Nordic countries, the level of horizontal occupational segregation is
high compared to other industrialized countries, due to the fact that a high per-
centage of women are active in female-dominated occupations (Melkas & Anker
2001). In East European countries before the political turnover, there were more
women active in the industrial and agricultural sectors than in Western countries,
which implies that the occupational structure was less segregated (Van der Lippe
& Fodor 1998). However, since the political turnover, the service sector has been
growing in Eastern Europe. As in the West it is usually women who enter the
service sector; as such, the occupational structure in the former socialist countries
more and more resembles that of the West. In South European countries, such as
Greece and Portugal, the agricultural sector is still substantial in size. The number
of women working in this sector is considerably higher than in West European
countries (Plantenga & Tijdens 1995).

Hourly Earnings

With respect to hourly earnings, attention in comparative research is given to the
gender gap in earnings, rather than to the absolute earnings of women (Rosenfeld &
Kalleberg 1991). Women’s earnings are lower than men’s throughout the world
(International Labor Office 1975, 1985, 1995, 2000, Eurostat 1998b, U.S. Census
Bureau 1996, Roos & Gatta 1999). Moreover, women have less authority in the
workplace than men (Wright et al. 1995). In Nordic countries, the gender gap
in earnings is somewhat smaller (Melkas & Anker 2001), and in the United
States, Australia, and Canada relatively many women occupy managerial positions
(UNDP 1998). In Eastern Europe, too, the gender gap in earnings was substantial
during the socialist period; the same goes for the difference in authority levels
(Sørensen & Trappe 1995, Van der Lippe & Fodor 1998).

THREE APPROACHES

The approaches used in comparative research on women’s employment, regardless
of which aspects are studied, are characterized by their own theoretical point of
view, the explanatory factors used, their data-sources, and the way these data are
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handled (Van der Lippe & Van Dijk 2001). Roughly, there are three approaches to
studying women’s employment; all use each other’s insights.

Macro Approach

In comparative research on women’s employment, it is often argued that the so-
cietal context plays a crucial role in women’s labor market decisions. Countries
differ with respect to institutions, regulations, laws, structures, and norms con-
cerning women’s work (Buchmann & Charles 1995, Orloff 1993, 1996, Nelson
1994). When studying women’s employment, it is therefore useful to specify the
institutional context that systematically influences the perceptions and actions of
individual women in a given period of time. In macro-level studies, the context is
related to women’s work at the institutional level, but the intention is not to analyze
the choices individual women make (Rubery et al. 1998). One of the best known
typologies used in macro level research to study all kinds of topics is the one
developed by Esping-Andersen (1990, 1999), who used institutional characteris-
tics of countries to develop a typology of Western welfare regimes. Researchers
studying women’s employment in different welfare regimes often use this typol-
ogy (Gustafsson 1994), sometimes refined to be more gender specific (Sainsbury
1994), or discussed extensively (Gornick et al. 1997, Van Dijk 2001, Den Dulk
2001). This typology therefore deserves a short explanation.

In his study, Esping-Andersen (1990) describes the differences between three
welfare regimes in terms of pension rights, employment structure, and power struc-
ture. The liberal welfare regime (United States, United Kingdom) is characterized
by the important role the market plays and a strong emphasis on the sovereignty of
the state. Only if the market fails does the state interfere. Benefits are means-tested
and usually assigned only to low-income state dependents. In the conservative wel-
fare regime (Italy, Ireland), the preservation of status differences dominates: rights
are attached to class and social status. The breadwinner ideology is dominant, and
family benefits are aimed to encourage motherhood. Only if the family cannot meet
its own needs does the state subsidize it. The social-democratic welfare regime
(Sweden, Denmark) is based on the idea of equal rights for all citizens. Benefits are
universal and usually not means-tested; social rights are based on citizenship. The
state is committed to a full-employment guarantee. The welfare state is extensive.

Feminist scholars have criticized Esping-Andersen’s typology for the little at-
tention it pays to the role of the family in welfare states and its neglect of the
importance of nonpaid activities (Langan & Ostner 1990, Siim 1991, Plantenga &
Van Doorne-Huiskes 1992, Lewis 1993, Sainsbury 1994, 1996, Bussemaker & Van
Kersbergen 1994). They argue that the extent to which the welfare state enables
people to lead a life besides or outside the family, or the extent to which it allows
mothers and their children to be supported without a man, has to be taken into
account as well. In his latest book, Esping-Andersen (1999) acknowledges the
gender critique and reexamines his typology by introducing the concept of de-
familialization. De-familialization refers to the degree to which welfare state or
market provisions ease the burden of caring responsibilities of families. Examining
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de-familialization by means of welfare state policies, Esping-Andersen (1999)
shows that the Scandinavian countries form a distinctive cluster. Sweden, Norway,
Denmark, and Finland are the only countries with extensive family policies. In both
liberal and conservative regimes, family policies are residual, but for different rea-
sons: the liberal view sees it as a market activity and an individual responsibility;
conservatives insist that family policies are the prerogative of families.

One way to examine the relation between institutional factors and women’s
employment is to compare descriptive country reports with each other (Drew et al.
1998); this has been done for Western countries (Jenson et al. 1988) as well as
East European countries (Lobodzi´nska 1995). These macro studies provide rich
descriptions of the institutional contexts in which women work.

Another way is to correlate cross-country measures of various economic, social,
and political dimensions with measures of gender differences, such as the percent-
age of employed women who work reduced hours (Rosenfeld & Birkelund, 1995),
the ratio of women’s and men’s earnings (Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1991), or other
indicators of women’s employment (Rubery et al. 1998, Van Doorne-Huiskes et al.
1995). To be able to do this, many countries have to be included in the analysis
(Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1991, Phipps & Burton 1995, Van Dijk 2001). The merit
of this approach lies in the fact that differences in institutional contexts are studied
and related to differences in the development of women’s employment. However,
Trappe & Rosenfeld (2001) argue that this approach ignores differences between
countries in the distribution of women and men over age groups, educational level,
citizenship, ethnicity, marital status, and such. Moreover, there are obvious em-
pirical limitations in using this approach. These studies show that it is difficult
to obtain data on all kinds of institutional indicators (Van Dijk 2001), and there-
fore, it is hard to use the same institutional indicators when many countries are
included in one analysis. The nature of public childcare, for example, can differ
considerably between countries A and B. Moreover, within countries A and B the
system for public childcare provision can change over time, making a comparison
between the countries even more difficult, and it may be necessary to make strong
assumptions in order to be able to compare countries accurately. To put it differ-
ently: The gain of including many countries in one analysis goes hand in hand
with a considerable loss in depth. According to Gornick et al. (1998) this is also
one of the reasons why progress in this field is limited. Another problem of using
macro-level factors is how to bundle the different aspects of the national context.
Using large categories such as the types of welfare regime may not capture all the
relevant differences between countries, while using a large number of economic,
political, and social indicators to tap more cross-country variation makes it difficult
to draw any substantial conclusion (Trappe & Rosenfeld 2001).

A possible solution to overcome the problems mentioned is to include a select
group of countries in the analysis (e.g., one country per welfare regime). This en-
ables the researcher to pay much more attention to institutional backgrounds (Den
Dulk 2001). However, in that case the choice of countries is a delicate one. Usually,
the countries included are regarded as representative of a group of countries with,
for example, the same political system. Sweden, for instance, is often chosen as
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the prime example of a social-democratic country. As Van Dijk (2001) shows,
however, countries within a regime show, next to their similarities, considerable
variation on several aspects. Therefore, choosing representative countries has to
be done carefully, and at least the main differences have to be discussed between
the “representative” country and the countries it is supposed to represent.

Micro Approach

Much research has been conducted in which paid work is studied in either a single
country over a period of time or a number of different countries at one point in time
(for example, Jenson et al. 1988, Arber & Gilbert 1992, Lewis 1993, Van Doorne-
Huiskes et al. 1995). Since the goal in these studies is to gain an understanding of
women’s considerations regarding paid employment, relatively much attention is
paid to detailed information at the micro level. One can argue about the term “micro
approach.” We choose this term to distinguish this approach from the macro-level
studies in which the focus is on the relationship between institutional arrangements
and women’s employment at the macro level, and from the macro-micro approach
in which indicators for the institutional level are combined in one analysis with
individual variables. However, often the micro approach lies in between the macro
approach and the macro-micro approach.

Micro studies usually explain certain aspects of women’s work, using large-
scale data-sets with individual-level information and multivariate techniques to
unravel the mechanisms at the individual level. The countries are analyzed sepa-
rately; to explain differences between countries in the effects of individual char-
acteristics on women’s work, institutional features such as a country’s history,
government, or social-economic structure are only described or referred to. Some-
times only a few countries are studied (Trappe & Rosenfeld 2001, Panayotova &
Brayfield 1997), and sometimes studies include over ten countries (Treiman &
Roos 1983, Blossfeld & Hakim 1997). Among the first cross-national statistical
analyses on women’s employment were those of Roos & Treiman (Roos 1983,
1985, Treiman & Roos 1983). Using individual-level data from 12 industrialized
countries, they examined the effects of marital status, education, and occupation
on women’s income (Treiman & Roos 1983). Other, more recent examples are
studies on part-time work in the Western world (Blossfeld & Hakim 1997), fam-
ily life and family policy (Kaufman et al. 1997), earnings of men and women in
different contexts (Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1990, Gornick & Jacobs 1998, Trappe
& Rosenfeld 2001), the gender gap in workplace authority (Wright et al. 1995),
and attitudes of women toward employment in Hungary and the United States
(Panayotova & Brayfield 1997). These kinds of studies represent a compromise
between case studies and quantitative multi-level comparative analyses by com-
paring individual-level results for a number of countries, although they cannot
explicitly link particular aspects of the institutional context to the results from the
quantitative analyses of life histories. However, in micro-level studies that include
just a few countries it is possible to provide much information on the institutional
level and as such to connect this information to individual women’s work position.
A good example of such a study is the one by Trappe & Rosenfeld (2001), who
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clearly explain—although they do not test—differences in women’s earnings in
the two former Germanies.

Macro-Micro Approach

Increasingly, research is conducted in which aspects of women’s employment are
explained by both individual characteristics and features of the institutional context
(Gornick et al. 1998, Van der Lippe 2001, Rijken & Ganzeboom 2001). In this
approach, the usually descriptive comparative studies at the macro level and the
explanatory studies of large data-sets with individual-level data are combined into
one analysis. Sometimes, the institutional level is measured only as the country
in which women live (Brayfield et al. 2001, Tijdens 2001). In other studies, more
refined institutional variables are included, often related to family policy. For
example, Gornick et al. (1998) focus on the effect that family and childcare policies
have on individual employment behavior of mothers in Western countries, thereby
controlling for individual-level effects. Rosenfeld et al. (1998) used this approach
to see what amount of variation between countries in the gender gap in workplace
authority could be explained by country-level characteristics (e.g., family policies),
after family status and job characteristics had been taken into account. Another
option is the study by Rijken & Ganzeboom (2001), who investigated occupational
status attainment of men and women in first jobs in market-regulated and state-
socialist contexts. Individual data were used from 19 countries for the period
1900–1992. They used a pooled time-series design in order to solve the well-
known problem of degrees of freedom in comparative research: Instead of a limited
number of cross-sectional contexts (societies) or historical contexts (cohorts), the
comparative degrees of freedom are determined by the product of these two.

The institutional indicators in macro-micro studies usually contain rather rough
information, because it is often hard to find comparable measurements of institu-
tional indicators for all countries involved, making it hard to provide much detail
about the institutional level (Van der Lippe 2001), and thus, the effect of the con-
text on women’s work cannot be studied in a detailed manner. Another practical
limitation of the macro-micro-level approach concerns the individual level data.
Often these do not have the same level of detail as the data used in micro-level
studies. The reason for this is that macro-micro studies mostly use data sets that
have been collected for different purposes by different researchers. Usually at least
slight differences appear in the way the characteristics of individuals, such as ed-
ucational level, income, and job status, are measured. It is inevitable that a lot of
information gets lost.

INSTITUTIONAL HYPOTHESES AND OUTCOMES

The general hypothesis in macro-level explanations is that cross-national variation
in family policy explains a portion of the inter-country variation in women’s em-
ployment (Gornick et al. 1998). Institutional indicators in comparative research
can be grouped in at least three clusters. The first cluster reflects the general
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ideological and political context. In fact, this relates to the welfare regime distinc-
tion made by Esping-Andersen. The second cluster relates to the family policies
within a country, which is directly connected to the first cluster, but not necessarily
the same. The third well-investigated cluster is the tax regime within a country.
Although other factors, such as the overall demand for labor, are also important,
we concentrate on the most frequently studied institutional indicators.

The Political and Ideological Context

Although researchers interested in gender issues have responded to Esping-
Andersen’s lack of attention for women, they have maintained both the focus on
welfare state outcomes for women and the use of clusters of similar countries in
the comparative research framework (Gornick & Jacobs 1998). These researchers
hypothesize that social-democratic welfare state regimes, as compared to liberal
and conservative welfare regimes, enact more policies to accommodate women’s
participation in the labor force and that they have a higher level of decommod-
ification (state income provision that makes people less dependent on the labor
market) as well as a larger public sector. These are all arrangements that improve
conditions for women to work. Liberal regimes focus mainly on equality of rights,
which implies that, in the market, similarly situated and qualified men and women
should be treated as equals. However, equal rights do not necessarily lead to equal
outcomes. Conservative regimes encourage mothers to stay at home, and policies
are developed in this vein. Besides these three western regimes, the socialist regime
can be distinguished, in which men and women are considered equal, have the same
rights and duties, and are expected to work full-time (ILO 1980). Contrary to the
liberal regime that also stands for equal rights of men and women, the socialist
regime provides ample childcare and parental leave arrangements.

Research indicates that, in general, these distinctions among welfare regimes
are reflected in women’s employment (Dex & Shaw 1986, Mahon 1998a), also
when other institutional and individual factors are controlled for (Van der Lippe
2001). Employment levels are highest in socialist and social-democratic regimes,
followed by liberal regimes. Conservative regimes are characterized by lower em-
ployment levels than any other regime. Within welfare regimes, however, there
are differences in women’s employment. For instance, while the United States and
Britain are classified as liberal regimes, Dex & Shaw (1986) found that American
women were more likely to work during their childbearing years and less likely
to work part-time than British women. The British government has passed equal
opportunity legislation and outlawed discrimination against women, but Britain
has—contrary to the United States’ practice—never considered affirmative action
policies. Furthermore, the hypothesis that conservative countries have low levels
of women’s employment is not confirmed for Portugal, a fact which can be ex-
plained by the existence of a rudimentary welfare state (Plantenga & Van Doorne-
Huiskes 1992). In contrast to the conservative regime, the rudimentary welfare state
does not discourage women from seeking paid employment; female employ-
ment is considered necessary and a matter of course. In other Southern European
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countries such as Italy and Greece, cultural attitudes seem to favor men’s employ-
ment over women’s (Plantenga & Hansen 1999).

Results with respect to the relation of the welfare regime and the gender
gap in earnings show that the gender gap is smaller in social-democratic coun-
tries (Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1990, 1991) than in liberal countries (Rosenfeld &
Kalleberg 1990). However, Gornick & Jacobs (1998) find that in countries where
the public sector is large (this is especially the case in social-democratic countries),
the concentration of women in the public sector decreases the gender inequality in
pay. When labor is highly organized (in unions) and recent political regimes have
a left-wing character (such as in the Scandinavian countries), one often finds that
a large public service sector has emerged, which, together with the family policies
of these social-democratic countries, favors part-time work by women (Rosenfeld
& Birkelund 1995).

Related to a country’s ideological context is the presence of policies aimed at
improving women’s position in the labor market: the opportunity policies. These
policies originated in the United States and are also known as equal opportunity
and affirmative action policies. They comprise legislation such as the Equal Pay
Act, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, the Age Discrimination in Employment Act,
and Executive Order 11246. In the European Union, there are similar policies,
but their effectiveness is limited (Rees 1998), among other reasons because many
proposals must be endorsed unanimously by the European Council of Ministers
(Roelofs 1995). At the national level, large differences exist in Europe with respect
to equal opportunity policies. Denmark, for example, has a wide range of policies,
whereas in Ireland hardly any form of policy exists regarding women’s position
in the workplace. Not only do countries differ when it comes to equal opportunity
policies, within countries large differences can be found as well. Organizations
in the public sector were the first to have attempted to improve the position of
women (Remery 2001). Positive action has caught on much more slowly in the
private sector, where resistance to measures such as preferential treatment has been
particularly strong (De Jong & Bock 1995). For Eastern Europe, a different picture
emerges. In the socialist era, organizations, in particular those under strong party
control, were encouraged to promote women to higher positions in the hierarchy.
More women had formal power in Eastern Europe than in Western countries (Corrin
1994, Einhorn 1993). The rapid transformation after 1989 seems to have put an
end to this given the fact that the percentage of women in managerial positions is
lower these days in Eastern Europe than in, for example, the United States.

Family Policy

Most comparative research on women’s employment concentrates on family poli-
cies. The hypothesis is that a family-friendly policy has a positive effect on women’s
employment. Indicators often used to measure family policy are the level of public
childcare (Gustafsson 1994, Rosenfeld & Birkelund 1995, Van Dijk 2001), parental
leave arrangements (Rosenfeld & Birkelund 1995, Van Dijk 2001), and other
financial child-related support (Rosenfeld & Birkelund 1995, Phipps & Burton
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1995). However, a combination of these indicators can be found as well, some-
times coupled with a differentiation in the age groups of women’s children (Gornick
et al. 1998), which makes it hard to disentangle the specific effects of the different
indicators.

There are significant cross-national differences in government policies aimed
to positively influence women’s employment decisions (Jenson et al. 1988,
Gustafsson 1994, Gornick et al. 1997, Kamerman 1991, Kamerman & Kahn 1997).
In general, patterns of provision of childcare match the Esping-Andersen typology
of regimes quite well (Gustafsson 1994). Finland, Denmark, and Sweden provide
universal provisions for publicly supported childcare and maternity leave, whereas
Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States neither provide government
paid leave nor have adopted policies that guarantee access to childcare. Since East
European countries were confronted at an early stage with problems of women
who had to act both as employee and caregiver, it is not strange that these countries
introduced professional childcare and parental leave arrangements early (Van Dijk
2001). Although parental leave arrangements have become less generous, and the
availability of childcare facilities has decreased, East European countries still have
some of the best provisions for working women (Erler & Sass 1997).

Family policies have proved to influence the employment behavior of women
who have an infant (Kuysten & Strohmeier 1997, Van der Lippe 2001) and even
more so that of mothers with a preschooler (Gornick et al. 1998). Sometimes the
effects of the welfare regime and the childcare system add to each other (Van der
Lippe 2001), as is the case in Sweden. Sometimes, however, the welfare regime
and the childcare system work in opposite directions. Norway, for instance, did
not keep up with the other social-democratic countries until recently. Although in
Norway, the term “motherhood” includes the notion of women as providers and
nurturers, this was not accommodated by a collectivization of childcare (Leira
1992, 1994). Rather, as is the case in liberal and conservative regimes, childcare
was treated as a private concern and the responsibility of individual families. In
Norway, childcare policies were oriented toward the needs of the child rather than
those of the working mother. So, in terms of childcare provision, Norway had
adopted a liberal rather than a social-democratic approach. This might explain the
relatively high number of part-time working women in Norway (Leira 1992).

High levels of women’s employment are often accompanied by high levels of
childcare provision, yet in the liberal regimes this is definitely not the case (Van
Dijk 2001). In Britain, the formal barriers to women’s labor force participation
have gradually been removed, but the state has done little to facilitate women’s
participation in the labor force by means of providing childcare (Crompton &
Harris 1997). The availability of public childcare used to be low in the United
Kingdom compared to other European countries (Phillips & Moss 1988). Even
after the British government recognized the childcare needs of working mothers,
it was argued that these needs should be met by the employers rather than the state
(Crompton & Harris 1997). Generally, international studies on work-family issues
focus on state regulations for realizing provisions (see for instance Deven et al.
1998, Network on Childcare 1994, 1996, OECD 1995). Only recently have policies
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of individual firms been the subject of research (Haas et al. 2000). Den Dulk (2001)
shows that some employers supplement public policies and provide facilities when
no public provisions are available. In fact, organizations seem to have a decisive
role in the implementation of work-family arrangements. Therefore, it is necessary
to complement the explanations based on the type of welfare regime with studies
on the actual behavior of employers.

Tax Regime

The type of tax regime available affects the (net) income of individuals and also
the percentage of women active in the labor market. In countries where husbands
and wives are taxed separately, women’s employment does not generally increase
couples’ marginal income tax rate as much as in countries (such as the United
States) where a couple’s earnings are jointly taxed, although the total effect depends
on the specific tax structure (Gustafsson 1988, OECD 1990, O’Kelly & Carne
1986, Sundstr¨om & Stafford 1991, Wolff 1989). Rubery et al. (1998) argue that
the breadwinner model, a clear example of a non-individual tax system, is under
increasing strain across Europe, due to higher levels of female employment. In
principle, non-individual systems imply a disadvantage from an equal opportunities
perspective, but it remains difficult to draw specific conclusions about the effects of
the various tax regimes. Not only are differences hard to establish, but research into
the effect of marginal tax rates on labor supply also fails to generate unequivocal
results (Plantenga & Hansen 1999). The actual magnitude of the labor response
to marginal tax rates is, after more than 20 years of analysis, still the subject of
debate among scientists (OECD 1994).

Phipps & Burton (1995) show that women in countries that employ a sys-
tem of joint-income taxation exhibit no statistically significant difference in labor
force participation from women in countries with a system of individual taxation.
Rosenfeld & Birkelund (1995) conclude that women’s decisions to take full-time
rather than part-time jobs are less sensitive to tax rates than their decision to enter
the labor market (OECD 1990). Mahon (1998b) also shows that the male bread-
winner taxation system in Ireland is a serious hindrance to women wishing to enter
the labor market. Furthermore, due to the favorable tax provisions for childcare
expenses and the payment of health insurance by employers, American women
were more likely to work during their childbearing years and were much less likely
to work part-time in the 1980s than British women (Dex & Shaw 1986, Mahon
1998a). This is despite the fact that the US system bases tax rates on the combined
incomes of husband and wife.

INDIVIDUAL HYPOTHESES AND OUTCOMES

Although in comparative research most interest focuses on the effects of institu-
tional indicators, attention is paid as well to the impact of individual factors. One
of the aims is to understand how much of someone’s behavior can be explained by
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individual characteristics and to what extent by institutional factors. Interactions
between the individual level and the institutional level are especially important.
We consider the individual factors studied most often in comparative research,
namely, family-related factors, human capital, and norms.

Family-Related Factors

Researchers hypothesize that women’s family responsibilities can explain, at least
partially, gender differences in the extent and nature of women’s employment. If
family life has an effect on employment, it is in the negative direction, although
the magnitude of the effect differs according to the indicator of employment used,
and the countries studied (Drobniˇc et al. 1999, Blossfeld & Rohwer 1997).

The presence of children is the most important factor in the explanation of
women’s participation in paid work in Western countries (Van der Lippe 2001),
although the effect of the children’s presence and their ages differs considerably
between countries. The effect is less strong in East European and Nordic coun-
tries, which confirms the hypothesis that in former socialist and Nordic countries
the provision of public childcare enables women to work outside the home. An
exception is Hungary, where the effect of having a young child is similar to that in
many Western countries (Van der Lippe 2001), due to the fact that many women
take advantage of the generous parental leave arrangements and so do not spend
time at paid work (Van Dijk 2001).

The continuity of women’s employment is markedly affected by the birth of the
first child (Drew et al. 1998). Reentry into part-time work of American women who
left the labor market at the birth of their child has increased over time, correspond-
ing to developments in Northern European countries (Blossfeld 1997). American
mothers also reenter full-time jobs more often (Drobniˇc & Wittig 1997). Part-time
work is the most important form of reemployment for German mothers (Blossfeld
& Rohwer 1997) although mostly for married mothers, whereas unmarried moth-
ers opt for full-time jobs (Drobniˇc et al. 1999). Dutch women with young children
also prefer part-time work over full-time work although a considerable proportion
of mothers, including single mothers, with young children are full-time house-
wives (Van Dijk & Siegers 1996). In France, increasingly fewer mothers leave the
labor market after the birth of their first child. This development may be due to the
fact that the French government has reduced obstacles to maternity for full-time
working women (Blossfeld 1997). This is not the case in Britain, where women
have an intermittent pattern of labor force activity over the life cycle (Drew et al.
1998).

Another indicator for family life is marriage. Results show that entry into mar-
riage still increases the transition from full-time employment to non-employment
in Germany and the United States (Drobniˇc et al. 1999). This conclusion is valid
also for some other European countries (Blossfeld & Hakim 1997), although, for
example, in France marriage has lost its importance as a determinant of women’s
labor force participation (Coutrot et al. 1997).
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While family constraints are important for women’s employment per s´e (al-
though the effects differ across countries), they are less important in industrialized
countries for the types of jobs women get and the earnings they receive once
they have entered the workforce (Rosenfeld & Kalleberg 1990). As for family
composition having an effect on women’s rewards, it may be the case that even
social-democratic countries do not provide enough support for combining em-
ployment and family life: Large differences in effects fail to show up between
countries. However, in a comparison of a Western country with a former socialist
country, differences were found: Family responsibilities, in particular bearing and
rearing children, account for a large part of the gender differences in earnings in
West Germany as compared to East Germany (Trappe & Rosenfeld 2001).

Human Capital

Human capital constitutes all knowledge and skills that increase an individual’s
productivity in the labor market (Becker 1975), and it is assumed that women try
to use their human capital stock as profitably as they can. In comparative research,
education is often considered the most important form of human capital investment
(Van der Lippe 2001). In all Western countries, women’s increasing educational
investments have stimulated their participation in the labor force (Blossfeld 1997),
and a high level of education has a positive effect on number of hours worked
in most Western countries (Van der Lippe 2001). Particularly for more highly
qualified women, part-time jobs serve as a bridge between housekeeping and paid
employment, especially in the Netherlands, West Germany, and Britain (Blossfeld
1997). In East European countries, there was hardly an effect of education on
number of hours worked (Van der Lippe 2001) since the socialist regimes promoted
full-time employment for everyone, irrespective of their education. After 1989,
many women worked full-time regardless of their educational level.

With respect to earnings, men’s higher earnings, related to their more extensive
education, explain a large proportion of the gender gap in earnings in countries
like Sweden, Norway, the United States, and Canada (Rosenfeld & Kalleberg
1990). Occupational sex segregation is also important in creating the sex gap in
pay (Kilbourne et al. 1994).

Norms

The ways women are socialized, as well as prevailing norms in society about work-
ing women, prove to be important determinants of female labor force participation.
In studies such norms are sometimes included as explanatory variables concern-
ing paid work, but more often they form the dependent variable (Panayotova &
Brayfield 1997, Brayfield et al. 2001). Concerning both types of studies, results
nearly always conform to family policies within countries (Rønsen & Sundstr¨om
1998). There are a few exceptions (Brayfield et al. 2001). For example, in the
European Union, Denmark, Belgium, and France are thought to be least likely to
view children as an obstacle to female employment because of strong state support
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for maternal employment (Gornick et al. 1997, 1998, Hantrais & Letablier 1996),
yet this turns out not to be true in popular opinion (Brayfield et al. 2001). An
explanation for this could be that state policies designed to facilitate maternal
employment serve to heighten public awareness of the so-called child-penalty. In
addition, Denmark, Belgium, and France have relatively long traditions of gen-
erous family policies, which may have increased public expectations regarding
the services needed to successfully combine employment and family responsibili-
ties. Furthermore, Norwegian mothers have more traditional working patterns, are
more traditional when it comes to cohabitation outside of marriage, and are more
religious than Swedish mothers (Rønsen & Sundstr¨om, 1998). Finally, Americans
are more egalitarian in their attitude than Hungarians, despite the official Hun-
garian policy of gender equality, its favorable labor and childcare legislation, and
higher female labor force participation rates in the past four decades (Panayotova
& Brayfield 1997). Compared with Norway and Britain, women in the Czech
Republic are also more conservative in their attitudes to women’s employment
and family life (Crompton & Harris 1997).

CONCLUSION

Comparative research has generated many insights into women’s employment in
diverse societies. In general, the institutional context is an important determinant
of women’s position in the labor market. Childcare arrangements prove to be es-
pecially important for women’s work. Childcare arrangements are often related to
the welfare regime in which women live. Social-democratic and especially (for-
mer) socialist regimes usually have better childcare provisions than do liberal and
conservative regimes. This results in better labor market positions for women. Indi-
vidual differences, such as the nature of the family situation, prove to be important
as well for women’s decisions to work. The extent to which these individual char-
acteristics affect women’s work differs between countries. In East European and, to
a lesser extent, Nordic countries, the family situation has less impact than in other
Western countries. Again, this finding stresses the importance of the institutional
context, because in countries that have good childcare facilities and/or a regime in
which women’s employment is ideologically and politically encouraged, women
take other decisions than their counterparts where such features are absent.

There has been much progress in the field of comparative research on women’s
work, especially in the last decade. Research has produced both theoretical and
empirical insights into differences in the causes of women’s employment deci-
sions. The combination of institutional context factors with theories focused on
the individual level proves to be promising on both the theoretical and the empirical
level, as this review has shown. Eastern Europe is very interesting in this respect,
since it is possible to actually study the effect of institutional changes on women’s
lives due to the change in the institutional context. In a theoretical sense as well,
this has led to new insights into the causes of women’s employment.

The rise in comparative research has been accompanied by a rather differenti-
ated focus of researchers in the field: The particular aspect of women’s employment
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studied differs, the approach used varies, as well as the number and types of coun-
tries studied. Although research has inevitably led to an increase in the knowledge
about the causes of women’s employment in different countries and institutional
contexts, there is a drawback as well, i.e., the lack of standardization. More in-
sight into the consequences of the institutional context for women’s work can be
gained by more standardized research. Some approaches seem more promising
than others in this respect.

For future research, we propose the following two directions: First, to further
understand the workings of the institutional context on individual work-related de-
cisions of women, we propose to follow the approach used by Trappe & Rosenfeld
(2001) in their study on gender earnings inequality. They included individual-
level data from two countries, the FRG and GDR, and combined these data with
in-depth information on institutional backgrounds. In this manner, they created a
compromise between a case study approach and quantitative multi-level compara-
tive analysis. Such an approach reveals a very detailed picture of the mechanisms
that underlie women’s decisions in different institutional contexts. It does not,
however, test the effects. Therefore, in order to be able to test the effects of the
institutional context as well as the effects of individual factors on women’s la-
bor force behavior, we propose as a second possible approach to continue with
the combined macro-micro level research. The study by Gornick et al. (1998)
into the effects of childcare policies on women’s employment, controlling for
individual-level effects, can serve as an example here. Gornick et al. include com-
parable data on both the institutional level and the individual level, and they use
appropriate multivariate techniques to analyze these data. The interaction between
institutional and individual factors will be an important focus in this kind of re-
search. In this second type of research, the challenge lies in refining the relevant
institutional indicators of both women’s employment and the institutional context
they live in, indicators that are based on studies of the first type. In this way,
more insights will be gained into the causes of women’s employment in different
societies.

The Annual Review of Sociologyis online at http://soc.annualreviews.org
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