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This article examines women’s employment patterns during the
child-rearing period and the consequences of those patterns for earn-
ings later in life, in 12 industralized countries. This study proposes
an analytic framework that combines “welfare regime” and gender-
specific policies to explain country differences. The findings pre-
sented here suggest that institutional arrangements mediate the costs
to women’s part-time and intermittent employment. Within welfare
regimes, employment continuity is highest among countries in which
the state provides support for working mothers. Furthermore, this
study finds that lower support for mothers’ employment is associated
with higher wage penalties to employment discontinuity.

INTRODUCTION

Women’s employment patterns along their life cycle are related to family
events and, in particular, to the presence and age of children. Many women
tend to drop out of the labor force after giving birth and to return to full
employment only later in life. In recent years, however, a growing number
of young mothers have maintained continuous labor market activity,
either by maintaining the jobs they held before giving birth or by shifting

1 Earlier versions of the article were presented at the ECSR Conference on Rational
Action Theory, Stockholm, Sweden, October 16–19, 1997; the international conference
on The Welfare State at Century’s End: Current Dilemmas and Possible Futures,
sponsored by Tel Aviv University and the Lavon Institute for Labour Research, Tel
Aviv, Israel, January 5–7, 1998; and the American Sociological Association meetings,
San Francisco, August 21–25, 1998. This research was supported by a grant from the
G.I.F., the German-Israeli Foundation for Scientific Research and Development.
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into part-time employment (Spain and Bianchi 1996; Main 1988; Stier
1998; Sundstrom 1992).

The periodic separation of women from work is seen by proponents of
human capital theory as the major determinant of the gender wage gap
and of occupational sex segregation (Polachek 1975; Mincer and Ofek
1982; Duncan and Prus 1992). This is mainly because intermittent em-
ployment is assumed to result in skill atrophy, which, in turn, reduces
productivity and thus wages. Workers who interrupt their employment
are also perceived by employers as having lower commitment to work.
Consequently, they are less likely to gain access to the high-paying, more
attractive jobs (Gronau 1988; Stafford and Sundstrom 1996).

Studies that focused on the consequences of women’s employment pat-
terns along the life cycle for their labor market rewards have adopted,
for the most part, a microlevel approach. While this approach explains
many aspects of the labor market, it generally ignores institutional and
normative arrangements that structure women’s work and that may me-
diate the effect of intermittent or part-time employment on market out-
comes. In recent years, a growing number of studies have focused on
comparing women’s employment situation across industrialized countries
(e.g., Rosenfeld and Kalleberg 1990; Gornick and Jacobs 1996, 1998; Gor-
nick, Meyers, and Ross 1998; Hansen 1995; Blau and Kahn 1995). These
studies document the variation in market behavior and market conse-
quences in relation to gender issues and emphasize the importance of the
institutional context within which women operate, for understanding
labor market outcomes at the individual, as well as societal, level.

Our study aims to probe the variations across countries in women’s
employment pattern along the life course and their earnings consequences.
We introduce an explanatory framework that links the country differences
to structural arrangements associated with distinct welfare regimes. Com-
parison of countries, which represent different welfare regimes and labor
market arrangements, permits us to explore variations in market returns
to women’s employment pattern. In particular, we focus on the effect of
institutional settings on earning outcomes of part-time and intermittent
employment during the child-rearing years. In the process, we also identify
the social-political contexts in which “penalties” for reduced employment
of women (i.e., working part-time instead of full-time during child-rearing
years) are minimized.

We start by outlining the variety of institutional contexts in which
women are employed, as they are manifest in 12 industrialized countries,
including Sweden, Norway, the Netherlands, Germany, Austria, Italy,
Israel, Britain, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and the United States.
We then introduce our expectations concerning the pattern of women’s
work and their outcomes in the different settings. This is followed by an
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analysis of women’s work behavior, the costs associated with the different
employment patterns, and the structural characteristics that are related
to them.

THE CONTEXT OF WOMEN’S MARKET ACTIVITY

Several social institutions are said to influence employment in general and
women’s employment in particular. Brinton (1988), for example, focused
on the role of the family, the educational system, and the labor market
in mediating processes of decision making and achievements at the in-
dividual level. Others pointed to the importance of market regulations by
state policies, or the interaction between the market and the welfare state,
as the major institutions that affect employment outcomes (see, e.g., Bloss-
feld 1997; Diprete et al. 1997). To the extent that these institutions and
their interrelationships vary from one country to another, the context in
which women’s employment takes place will differ substantially.

Addressing the institutional context in generalized terms, Esping-
Andersen (1990) has proposed a typology of welfare regimes that pertains
to country differences in social policies regarding citizen rights and the
organization of work. The current study uses this typology as a point of
departure. According to Esping-Andersen’s typology, three models of wel-
fare regimes can be differentiated: the social-democratic welfare state, the
liberal welfare state, and the conservative-corporatist welfare state. The
first model is characterized by a universalistic approach to social rights,
a high level of decommodification, and an inclusion of the middle class
in social programs. The liberal model, at the other extreme, provides only
limited social insurance. Its social programs are directed mainly toward
the working class and the poor, and means-tested assistance is prevalent.
In the conservative-corporatist welfare regime, social principles prevail
in most areas, based, however, not on egalitarian standards but rather on
eligibility dependent upon social statuses (mainly family, class, and relig-
ion) and traditions.

Each of the welfare models represents a distinct relationship between
the state and the market. The liberal regime is based on the predominance
of the market. Its basic ideology is that economic well-being is best
achieved through the unfettered operation of the market (i.e., via market
wages). State involvement takes place only when the market fails (Esping-
Andersen 1990; Gustafsson 1994). In the social-democratic regime, on the
contrary, the state is fully responsible for assuring the welfare of its citizens
irrespective of market forces in general and the citizens’ own market
activity in particular. Indeed, the social-democratic welfare state aims to
buffer individuals from market uncertainties and to weaken the links
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between market and life chances. The conservative regime represents a
third model in which the state, the market, and other institutions—mainly
the family and the church—share responsibility for citizens’ welfare. Wel-
fare rights are not universal but rather depend on particularistic statuses.

In his discussion of women’s employment, Esping-Andersen focused
on the extent of female labor force participation and the magnitude of
sex-segregation in the labor market. He argued that female labor market
participation would vary across the three welfare regimes. The differences
are related mainly to the variation in structure of the labor market and,
particularly, the size of the public sector. More specifically, Esping-
Andersen anticipated a high rate of female labor force participation in
the social-democratic countries, a somewhat lower rate of economic ac-
tivity for women in the liberal countries where the market controls the
demand for labor, and a low rate of participation in the conservative
countries, in which women are marginal to the economy. While Esping-
Andersen did not discuss explicitly the employment behavior of women
along their life course, some expectations can be derived using the un-
derlying principles of the three welfare regimes. In the following section
we outline these expectations, regarding three main topics: women’s par-
ticipation in paid employment, part-time employment, and the pattern of
work along the life course and its economic consequences.

Women’s Participation in the Labor Market

In all industrial countries, women still bear the major responsibility for
child rearing, independent of welfare regime and specific family and child
policies. In fact, none of the public policies (not even in the most egalitarian
countries) has been effective enough to change the household division of
labor between the genders (Sainsburry 1996). Thus, family obligations
and especially the presence of children restrict women’s involvement in
the economy. The rates of women’s labor force participation, however,
and especially their pattern of work, differ in accordance with welfare
regime and are affected by specific family and gender-oriented policies.

In a society based primarily on “market principles,” such as the United
States, market criteria determine who will work and who will take care
of the children. Having a stronger position in the market and being free
of child-care responsibilities (normatively, as well as practically), men are
expected to allocate most of their time to labor market activity. Women
are constrained in their time allocation decisions and are compelled to
weigh the costs and benefits of market activity against household re-
sponsibilities and obligations (Gronau 1977; Becker 1981). Consequently,
a strong selection of women into the market is anticipated, based on
expected rewards and on their orientation toward work (Blakemore and
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Drake 1996; Hansen 1995). Child-care arrangements, which free women
to allocate more of their time to the labor force, largely depend in the
United States on private initiatives and thus are subject to forces of supply
and demand (Gustafsson 1994) and could further enhance the selection
into paid employment.

In a social-democratic welfare regime, the “social regulation” overrides
market principles, and the state is committed to increasing equality among
all citizens. Under this regime, there are basically two ways for women
to gain equality with men. One way is to participate in the labor force
in a similar manner to that of men. In such a case, the state assumes
responsibility for the children, mainly by providing state-subsidized child-
care facilities, and enforces gender-equality measures in the labor market.
This is what Esping-Andersen (1999) defines as “de-familialization.” The
anticipated consequence is a high participation rate of women, and es-
pecially mothers, in the labor force. Nonetheless, a universal benefit sys-
tem for parents, while aimed to enhance women’s labor force participation
opportunities, may also promote the incorporation of less committed work-
ers into the labor force (Hansen 1995). This has implications for the types
of jobs women will choose and explains in part the higher concentration
of women in the public sector and in female-dominated occupations (Han-
sen 1995).

A second route to improving women’s economic position and to protect
their economic independence is for the state to provide monetary remu-
neration for child care (and housework). This is done through family-
related policies such as maternity and paternity leave (for pay), child
allowances, tax relief for children, and so on (Gauthier 1996). According
to this latter strategy, women are not necessarily encouraged to participate
in the market, but rather they are compensated by the state for the time
invested in child care.

The conservative-corporatist regime supports a traditional division of
labor between the genders, both normatively and institutionally. Although
a certain degree of decommodification does take place, there is no attempt
on behalf of the state to eliminate gender inequalities. Rather, the expec-
tation is that the traditional family, with the male breadwinner, will pro-
vide for all family members (Esping-Andersen 1999). The state intervenes
(through public assistance programs) when the family fails. Women in
these countries are perceived as the main caretakers of children and fam-
ilies, and family-related policies, including the tax regime, encourage
women to withdraw from (or limit their involvement in) market activity,
especially when they have young children. This portrayal is very much
in line with Sainsbury’s (1994, 1996) “breadwinner model.”
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Women’s Part-Time Employment

Part-time employment is an important means of incorporating women
into the market in all countries, irrespective of welfare regime. Part-time
employment is perceived by women as a way to cope with their multiple
roles as mothers and workers. Employers too see advantages in women’s
part-time employment since it reduces absenteeism and increases their
flexibility (Beechey and Perkins 1987; Duffy and Pupo 1992). Nonetheless,
the three welfare regimes differ in the types of jobs open to part-time
employees and in the public perception of part-time employment.

Within the liberal welfare regime, part-time employment constrains
women’s ability to gain access to the better jobs, which grant high earnings
and opportunities for career advancement (Beechey and Perkins 1987;
Duffy and Pupo 1992; Sundstrom 1992). This is mainly because part-time
employment is concentrated in a limited number of occupations and in
dead-end, temporary jobs. Furthermore, part-time employment is gen-
erally taken to signal lower commitment to work than full-time employ-
ment (Kishler and Alexander 1987). As a result, women who work part-
time are often denied entry into positions of authority and responsibility.
We expect, therefore, that in countries with liberal welfare regimes, where
there is strong selection of women into paid employment, only a minority
of women will be in part-time employment.

The situation differs in other welfare regimes. The social-democratic
welfare regime is committed to promoting women’s labor force partici-
pation. In this framework, part-time employment is offered as a way to
maintain the continuous involvement of mothers in the labor force. It is
assumed that part-time employment during early motherhood is a tran-
sitional stage, and women will return to full-time employment. Concom-
itantly, employment conditions in part-time jobs are similar to those in
full-time employment. This includes employment benefits, union protec-
tion, access to good jobs, and an easy transition into full-time employment
later in life (Sundstrom 1997).

Part-time employment is of special significance under the conservative
welfare regime. It is perceived as a solution to the incorporation of mothers
into the labor force, without altering the gendered division of labor. Since
in these societies women are expected to give higher priority to their
parental role, part-time employment has a more permanent nature and
is highly concentrated in female-type, secondary sectors of employment.
Because of the dominance of social principles in the conservative regime,
however, part-time workers enjoy employment benefits and union pro-
tection similar to full-time workers. High rates of part-time employment
among women, especially among young mothers, are therefore expected
in these societies.
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Continuous Employment and Its Economic Consequences

The variation among welfare regimes in women’s labor force participation
rates and their involvement in part-time employment has implications for
their lifelong pattern of work and its economic consequences. Continuous
employment is expected primarily in countries characterized by social-
democratic welfare regimes, which are committed to enhancing gender
equality through market work. Transition into part-time employment,
during certain periods of life, is likely to have little negative consequences,
since such a mode of employment is fully supported by labor market
institutions and since it is not taken as an indication of a lack of com-
mitment to work. Thus, part-time employment is an alternative for em-
ployment interruption, and it operates more as a “bridge” to full-time
employment later in life than as a “trap” in marginal employment (Natti
1995). Indeed, work interruption is discouraged and is therefore expected
to be penalized both in terms of women’s ability to return to their previous
job and in terms of earnings.

Employment patterns along the life course in countries with conser-
vative welfare regimes are expected to differ from the patterns discussed
above. First, higher rates of intermittent employment are expected, since
women’s traditional roles are promoted and only limited market oppor-
tunities (especially for young mothers) are offered. Those who will return
later in life to market activity will most likely find part-time, secondary
employment. Work interruption, however, may not be costly to women,
since most mothers work in secondary jobs, which do not offer high
economic rewards. Also, due to a structured labor market and the op-
eration of social principles in market rewards, the penalties for noncon-
tinuous full-time employment will be low.

In the liberal welfare regime, market opportunities for women will affect
their pattern of work. Those who have lower wages and higher costs of
child care will interrupt their employment; those who can “afford” child
care will continue their employment. In this case, part-time jobs provide
an inadequate solution, as we argued above. Women who do not change
their occupation concomitant with the move into part-time employment
can preserve their skills and move later on to full-time employment. On
the other hand, those who change occupations will be trapped in part-
time (mainly secondary) jobs and will not be able to improve their position
in the labor force in the long run. In general, in market-based political
economies, work interruptions are expected to result in high economic
costs, both because interruptions involve skill atrophy and because em-
ployers interpret it as a signal regarding the employee’s commitment to
work (Duncan and Prus 1992; Mincer and Ofek 1982). A stringent selec-
tion of women into full-time employment is expected to contribute, as
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well, to inequality among women in the economic rewards associated with
work behavior.

COUNTRY VARIATION IN FAMILY AND WORK POLICIES

Esping-Andersen’s typology was criticized by feminist writers for its
rather exclusive focus on the relationship between the market and the
state, while the family and the gendered division of labor were addressed
only partially (Daly 1994). It was argued that although his analysis was
concerned with the employment trajectories of men and women, Esping-
Andersen neglected to discuss the relationship between the state and
gender-specific policies and orientations. Lacking, in particular, is a
systematic treatment of the division of labor and women’s role in the
family and how these affect women’s employment (Bussemaker and Kers-
bergen 1994; Daly 1994; Sainsbury 1994, 1996; O’Connor 1996). In his
recent writings, however, Esping-Andersen (1999) considers the state/fam-
ily relationships more systematically by introducing the concepts of famil-
ialization and defamilialization to differentiate between countries in which
traditional family dependencies still prevail and those in which the role
of the family is minimized. His main conclusion, however, is that this
distinction largely corresponds to the threefold welfare regimes.2

The welfare typology notwithstanding, considerable country variation
in women’s employment exists within each of the three regimes. Countries
differ, for example, in the general orientation toward women’s work.
Norms and attitudes will affect how women structure their life-course
employment pattern, deciding whether to work when children are young
and whether to take full-time employment. Similarly, economic factors,
such as the cost of living and men’s level of earning (e.g., the ability of
a household to maintain the aspired standard of living with only one
paycheck) may affect women’s employment choices. In this article, we
focus on another institutional aspect that affects women’s employment
pattern, that is, family-oriented policies and practices. These do not nec-
essarily overlap with the more general labor market policies enacted by
states. Specifically, within each regime, countries differ with regard to
policies concerning mothers’ employment, partly as a result of perceptions
regarding female employment and partly because of different historical
and contextual developments.

In a recent comparative study of family policies, Gornick, Meyers, and

2 According to Esping-Andersen’s (1999) analysis, social-democratic countries have
achieved a high level of defamilialization, while conservative countries preserved the
role of the male breadwinner and the dependency of women on the family rather than
on the state.
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Ross (1997) examined policies that support mothers’ employment in 14
OECD countries. Their study demonstrated considerable variation in em-
ployment-related policies concerning women within each welfare cluster.
For example, based on several indicators of policy (i.e., maternity leave
policies, child-care arrangements for various ages of children, school
schedule, etc.), they categorize Sweden as having a highly encouraging
policy for mothers’ employment, while Norway, another social-democratic
country, is ranked at a lower level. A lower level of support for mothers’
employment is also apparent in the Netherlands, where the welfare state
was modeled largely along the lines of the social-democratic regime (Pfau-
Effinger 1998). Taking yet another example, Canada’s policies regarding
female participation in the labor market are more extensive and suppor-
tive compared to other countries with liberal welfare regimes. Differences
are also evident within the conservative cluster, with France and Italy
exhibiting a highly supportive policy for mothers’ employment and Ger-
many and Austria providing a lower level of support.

In this article, we adopt Gornick, Meyers, and Ross (1996) categoriza-
tion of countries according to the level of their employment-supportive
policy.3 We add this dimension to the welfare regime typology in order
to enhance our understanding of women’s employment patterns and their
expected economic consequences. By way of summary, we present in table
1 the distribution of the 12 countries included in our study along the lines
of welfare regimes and employment-supportive policies. The two dimen-
sions are clearly related but do not fully correspond to one another. Ac-
cordingly, most countries with a liberal welfare regime have a low level
of state support of mothers’ employment. Only one country in this regime
(Canada) has an intermediate level of support, and no country falls into
a category of liberal welfare regime and high support for mothers’ em-
ployment. In countries with conservative or social-democratic welfare
regimes, mothers’ employment receives intermediate or high support from
the state. Correspondingly, none of these countries fall into the “low sup-
port” category.

Our study aims to explore this intraregime variation by examining

3 According to their scheme, countries were categorized into three levels of employment-
supportive policies: high, intermediate, and low. They constructed an index based on
several indicators of public parental leave schemes (e.g., legislated job protection, weeks
of paid maternity leave, wage replacement rate, coverage of policy, availability of
extended leave, and paternity benefits) and child-care policies (including tax relief for
child care, guaranteed child care for age groups 0–2 and 3–5, child care expenditures,
percentage of children ages 0–2 in publicly funded child care, percentage of children
3–5 in publicly funded child care, percentage of children age 5 in preprimary school,
and percentage of children in public after-school programs). For a detailed discussion
of this index, see Gornick et al. (1996, 1997).
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TABLE 1
Categorization of Countries by Welfare Regime and the Level of Support

for Mothers Employment

Welfare Regime

Level of Support to Mothers’ Employment

Low Intermediate High

Social democratic . . . Norway,
the Netherlands

Sweden

Conservative . . . . . . . . Germany, Austria Israel, Italy
Liberal . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . United States,

United Kingdom,
Australia,
New Zealand

Canada

women’s employment pattern along their life course and the economic
costs associated with interrupted employment and transition to part-time
employment. Making use of the two dimensions—welfare-state regimes,
on the one hand, and policies supportive of female employment, on the
other hand, we derive hypotheses concerning these costs. Our main ex-
pectations regarding the employment pattern of women in each institu-
tional arrangement and the costs associated with intermittent employ-
ment—either a transition to part-time employment or exit from the labor
force—are outlined below.

In general, we expect high continuity of employment in the social-
democratic countries and a fast return to full employment. We also expect
lower earning penalties to (long-term or short-term) shifts into part-time
employment but higher penalties to employment interruptions (with-
drawal from the labor force). In conservative countries, we expect a rel-
atively higher level of employment transition to part-time or out of the
labor force, since women are not generally encouraged to participate in
the labor market when family demands are high. Consequently, the pen-
alties for employment interruption and for a transition to part-time will
be low. Finally, the highest level of a continuous full-time employment
and the highest levels of penalty to deviation from this pattern are ex-
pected in countries with liberal welfare regimes.

Welfare regime notwithstanding, the variation in policies supporting
mothers’ employment implies that within each welfare regime the em-
ployment pattern and employment consequences will differ. In countries
with high levels of support for mothers’ employment, the penalty asso-
ciated with the transition into part-time jobs will be low, since this form
of employment maintains women’s attachment to the labor market. Em-
ployment interruption, however, is a less agreeable behavior in this context
and will entail a higher level of penalty. An intermediate level of support
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suggests lack of appropriate conditions that facilitate mothers’ employ-
ment continuity. In this case, it is expected that women will either reduce
their involvement in the labor market (i.e., move into part-time jobs) or
completely withdraw from employment when they have young children.

Applying these expectations to the classification in table 1, we hypoth-
esize higher continuity of employment in Sweden compared to Norway
and the Netherlands and a faster return to full-time employment. This is
so since these social-democratic countries differ in the level of institutional
support given to mothers’ employment. We further expect a lower earn-
ings penalty in Sweden for a transition into part-time employment com-
pared to the two other countries. In the three countries, nonetheless,
women will be penalized similarly for employment interruptions.

In the group of countries with conservative regimes, German and Aus-
trian women are expected to interrupt their employment (for a short or
a long period) more often than Israeli or Italian women, since the former
have lower institutional support for employment. However, German and
Austrian women are less likely than women in Italy or Israel to face high
penalties for their employment interruptions or for a transition to part-
time employment. Variation in employment patterns and the penalties
associated with them are expected also among the liberal countries. Since
Canada has the highest support for mothers’ employment, Canadian
women are expected to work continuously, either full- or part-time, and
to have lower penalties for their work interruptions than women in other
countries with liberal welfare regimes.

DATA AND MEASUREMENTS

For the purpose of the cross-national analysis, we use data obtained from
the ISSP 1994 survey on “family and changing gender roles” (Zentralar-
chiv fuer Empiriche Sozialforschung 1997). The ISSP (International Social
Survey Program) is conducted as a collective effort by participating
nations aimed at ensuring high comparability. There were 24 countries
that participated in the “gender-role” module. Within each of the countries,
a national representative sample of the adult population was drawn, and
respondents were presented with identical questionnaires. Our analyses
are based on 12 of the 24 countries included in the ISSP “family and
gender-role” module. The selection of countries was based on theoretical
and empirical reasons. We decided to exclude all former-communist coun-
tries from the analysis because the relationship between family and
women’s employment pattern was historically embedded in the socialist
regime and is still in the state of flux. Japan and the Philippines were
also excluded because they do not easily fit into the welfare-regime ty-
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pology. Among the European countries, Spain and Ireland were not in-
cluded due to data problems: the Spanish data had no information on
either the extent of work (full- or part-time) or on weekly working hours.
Thus it was impossible to include Spanish women in the analysis of wage
penalties. In the Irish sample, too few women participated in the market.

In addition to attitude items, respondents were presented with an ex-
tensive set of questions on past and present family and work status. This
unique feature of the data allows us to compare, in the most reliable way,
women’s employment patterns and their consequences. To measure
women’s employment pattern, we used information concerning women’s
work activity during different stages of their family life cycle. These in-
cluded information on work behavior after marriage but before having
children, when preschool children were at home, when the children were
in school, and when the children left home.

In the present analysis, we focus on employment status during two
periods that represent high family demand on women’s time: when women
had preschool children and when they had school-age children. In ac-
cordance, we limited the sample to include only women who went through
these phases.4 For each of these periods, female respondents reported
whether they were employed full-time, part-time, or were out of the labor
force. Based on this information, we constructed the employment-pattern
variable. Since there are three possible states at every family life-course
stage, there are theoretically nine possible employment patterns. Due to
empty cells, we collapsed the nine possible combinations into five mean-
ingful employment patterns: continuous full-time employment, continuous
part-time employment, continuous nonemployment, those who worked
part-time (including very few who did not work) in the first period but
worked full-time in the second, and those who did not work in the first
period and worked part-time in the second. This typology will be put to
use, both as a dependent and as an independent variable, in the different
parts of the analysis.

The analytic section of the article comprises two parts: first we examine
women’s pattern of work, utilizing multinomial logistic regression models
in which the employment-pattern serves as a dependent variable and the
welfare and policy regimes serve as the main independent variables. The
models control for women’s age and education. In the second part, we
evaluate the effect of the employment-pattern along the life course on
current earnings, within each institutional context. Earnings are measured
in country-specific currency and in different units (e.g., monthly income,

4 Women who are still in the second stage of child rearing (i.e., they have school-age
children at home) were also included in our final sample.
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annual income).5 To achieve comparability and to overcome the differ-
ences in the unit of measurement, we standardized the earnings using a
measure of relative earnings. Accordingly, for each country, we calculated
the relative distance of respondent’s income from work from the maxi-
mum earning reported in the country-specific sample (for a discussion of
this procedure, see Gornick et al. 1996). In addition to the employment-
pattern, the wage equations include as control variables: education, age,
hours of work, whether the woman is in a professional, managerial, or
technical (PTM) occupation, and whether she has a position of authority
at work.6 Due to the selective nature of women’s employment and es-
pecially the differential selectivity across countries, we employ the Heck-
man (1979) estimation procedure in order to control for sample selectivity
when estimating the earnings of women in the labor force.7

FINDINGS

Family Life Cycle and Women’s Employment

We begin our analysis with a description of women’s employment status
at three points in time: (1) after marriage but before children, (2) when
the children were young (preschool children), and (3) when the children
were in school. Figure 1 presents the employment patterns for the 12
countries included in the study. The first panel of figure 1 refers to
women’s employment patterns before they had children. The striking
feature of these data is the similarity across countries. With the exception
of the Netherlands, and to a lesser extent Italy, the majority of women
in all countries reported working full-time prior to having children. Swe-
den and Canada exhibit the highest figures, with 76% and 81%, respec-
tively. Dutch women, by way of contrast, have an exceptionally low level
(44%) of full-time employment prior to having children.

About a third of all women in Italy and the Netherlands, and over a
quarter of the women in Germany, Australia, the United States, and
Norway were not in the labor force before having children. The figures

5 Germany and Israel were the only countries to provide information on net monthly
income.
6 Education was measured as an ordinal variable including the seven ordered categories
provided by each country. Alternative formulations (e.g., dummy categories of school
level, years of schooling) yielded similar results.
7 The probit equation for the selection model included age, education, marital status,
whether the woman ever worked while having children, and two attitudinal indicators.
The latter items were based on the extent of agreement with the following sentences:
“A preschool child is likely to suffer if his or her mother works” and “Family life
suffers when the woman has a full-time job.”
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Fig. 1.—Distribution of work statuses along the life cycle, women with school age or
older children.

for other countries, however, were substantially lower. Correspondingly,
only a minority of women in all countries held a part-time job. It is
important to note that country disparities in part-time employment and
no employment prior to having children do not necessarily indicate dif-
ferences in women’s disposition toward labor force participation. The
observed employment behavior could be affected by other factors, such
as school enrollment, which may be more prevalent at this stage of life
in some countries than in others. We will address this point subsequently.
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Employment patterns when family demands are high are probably more
revealing with regard to the constraints on women’s labor force behavior
than their experience early in the family life cycle. For this reason, we
examine country differences in the employment patterns of women with
preschool children. These are presented in the second panel of figure 1.
There is a dramatic shift in women’s employment patterns with the arrival
of preschool children in the family. This shift gives occasion to the emer-
gence of large country variation. Over one-third of women with preschool
children in Israel, Italy, the United States, Austria, and Canada (in that
order) engaged in full-time employment. In all other countries, however,
less than 20% engaged in full-time employment, with the lowest level
found in the Netherlands (4.5%) and New Zealand (6%). Concomitantly,
the Netherlands, Germany, Australia, and New Zealand have the highest
levels of nonemployment when mothers have preschool children (over
60%), followed closely by Britain, Norway, and Austria (above 50%).

The lowest levels of nonparticipation were found in Israel (31%) and
Sweden (40%). Sweden also had the highest rate of part-time employment
(43%), followed by Norway and Israel. It is noteworthy that in five of
the twelve countries (United States, Canada, Israel, Italy, and Austria)
most women who participated in paid employment during this stage of
the family life cycle worked on a full-time basis. With the exception of
Austria, these are countries in which the overall rate of employment
among mothers of preschool children remained rather high.

For the sake of illustration, we contrast the employment distribution,
before and after having children, in the Netherlands, Sweden, and Israel.
In the Netherlands, the proportion of women working part-time remained
unchanged (comparing the top and the middle panels), whereas the pro-
portion of women working full-time dropped to less than 5%. In fact, the
overwhelming majority of women withdrew from the labor force when
they had young children. By way of contrast, the most noticeable feature
in the Swedish data is the decline in proportion of full-time employment
and substantial increase in part-time employment when women have
preschool children. A certain proportion of women is out of the labor
force during this phase of the life cycle, but the proportion is not nearly
as high as in the Netherlands. Israel exhibits yet another pattern. Although
part-time employment grows when mothers have preschool children, a
large proportion of women are employed full-time during this phase. Con-
comitantly, only a small portion of mothers does not participate in the
labor force.

The finding that stands out in the third panel of figure 1 is the return
of women to the labor force when children are of school age, albeit with
a different mix of full- and part-time employment. If we compare the top
and bottom panels, we find that the magnitude of nonparticipation is only
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slightly greater in the third phase, but the extent of part-time employment
is considerably higher in most countries. Nonetheless, country differences
in women’s employment patterns remain substantial. When we compare
the second and the third panels, we find that the shift into full-time
employment is especially salient in the United States, where 54% of the
women with school-age children worked full-time (compared to 35% in
the previous phase of the family life cycle). No significant change, however,
is evident in the rate of part-time work between the two time periods.
Israel shows a very similar pattern—an increase in full-time but very little
change in part-time employment.

In Sweden, part-time as well as full-time employment increased as most
women returned to labor market activity. A similar shift took place in
most other countries (except for Italy), albeit with a varying proportion
remaining out of the labor force. Italy is the only country in which the
pattern of female employment remained as it was in the second period.
Although in most countries, then, the labor force participation of women
was higher when children were of school age, they clearly did not return
to the level of economic activity they had prior to having children.

The number of women out of the labor force during this third stage of
the family’s life cycle was considerably lower than in the previous stage.
Nonetheless, half of all Dutch and German women and over a third of
Austrian, Italian, and Australian women were still out of the labor force.
Swedish women show the lowest level of nonparticipation with only 12%
of all mothers of school-age children being out of the labor force. In all
other countries, the rate of nonparticipation ranged between one-fifth and
one-quarter of all mothers of school-age children.

Transitions and Emerging Employment Patterns

To this point, we considered the static features of female employment
during different points in the family life cycle, from a comparative per-
spective. Such a perspective is incomplete, however, since it fails to capture
the dynamic aspect of actual shifts in labor market position, which is
necessary for an understanding of different paths that women take. To
address this point, we examine the shift or stability in employment states
at the microlevel. We focus on two points in time—when women had
preschool children and when the children were in school.

As pointed out in the data and measurement section, there are five
meaningful employment patterns: continuous full-time employment, a
shift from part-time to full-time, continuous part-time employment, a shift
from no employment to part-time employment, and continuous nonem-
ployment. The distribution of women across the five-category employment
pattern is presented in figure 2. The frequencies of the various patterns
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Fig. 2.—Distribution of employment pattern along the life course by country

are presented as a stacked bar for each of the countries, with the pattern
of full-time employment in both phases at the bottom, followed by other
employment arrangements, and ending with no labor force participation
in either period at the top.

Taken as a whole, the figures suggest that the relationship between the
institutional arrangements (i.e., the welfare regime and the level of em-
ployment-supportive policies), and employment patterns is not straight-
forward. The highest level of full-time continuous employment is observed
in Israel, Italy (two conservative countries with high support for mother’s
employment), the United States, and Canada (liberal countries that differ
in their level of employment support). They are followed by Aus-
tria—another conservative country, but with a lower level of employment
support policies. Women in the United States and Canada also return to
full-time employment sooner than do other women. Thus, about half of
all women in these two countries worked full-time by the time their
younger child went to school. The lowest level of continuous full-time
employment is noted in the Netherlands and in New Zealand, which,
again, fall into two different categories of institutional arrangements.

Continuous part-time employment is most prevalent in Sweden, Nor-
way, Israel, and in two of the liberal countries—the United Kingdom and
New Zealand. These countries also exhibit an early return from nonem-
ployment to part-time (a pattern prevalent in the Netherlands and Aus-
tralia as well). Separation from market work is highest in the Netherlands
and Germany, followed closely by Austria—three countries with an in-
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termediate level of support for mothers’ employment. The rate of long-
term withdrawal from market work is also high in Italy, which has more
supportive employment policies. Countries that represent the liberal model
exhibit similar rates of female nonparticipation in the labor market. These
rates are higher than in Scandinavian countries but lower than the rates
common in nations with a conservative welfare regime.

Although the variation across countries in women’s employment pat-
terns shows only partial correspondence to the institutional contexts in
which women’s work is organized, the analysis of change in employment
states along the family life cycle reveals an important relationship between
welfare regimes and women’s employment. In Israel, Italy, and, to a lesser
extent, Austria—all with conservative welfare regimes—we find large
proportions of women in continuous full-time employment and continuous
nonemployment. These are mutually exclusive categories, which implies
heterogeneity of the female population. This mirrors the institutional du-
ality of these countries, where there is a strong family orientation but also
social policies supportive of women’s work. This distinguishes Israel and
Italy from Germany (and probably the Netherlands), where there is little
support for female employment and indeed a very high proportion of
women in continuous nonemployment.

In the social-democratic countries—specifically, Norway and Swe-
den—we find that the categories of continuous full-time employment and
continuous nonemployment are rather small. This means that there is
greater homogeneity in the population of women. Most women work part-
time when they have young children, or they shift from one state to
another, so that practically all women are employed either full- or part-
time at one time or another. These patterns are also evident in Australia,
New Zealand, and the United Kingdom—countries characterized by a
liberal welfare regime—but continuous nonparticipation is higher in these
countries, as might be expected in systems with weak family-support
policies.

Variation in employment patterns within institutional contexts may
reflect differences in the composition of the female workforce (mainly its
age and education). Our first task is, therefore, to test the hypothesis
regarding the effect of institutional arrangements on the pattern of em-
ployment along the life course, taking into account women’s socio-
demographic characteristics. We hypothesized that the likelihood to be in
each employment category will vary across welfare regimes and employ-
ment support policies. More specifically, we expect higher rates of con-
tinuous full-time employment under the liberal welfare regime compared
to the other two welfare regimes, and in countries with higher support
for women’s employment, within each regime.

In order to test these hypotheses, we estimated a set of multinomial
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TABLE 2
Models Explaining Women’s Employment Pattern along the Life Course

�2 Log Likelihood df x2 Change df Change

1. Base model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16,180.78 8
(2) Model 1 � welfare regime . . . 15,807.12 16
3. Model 2 � employment

supportive policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15,671.69 24
4. Model 3 � welfare regime

# employment supportive
policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15,607.92 28

5. Model 4 � country specific
effect . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15,188.17 52

Comparisons:
Model 2 vs. model 1 . . . . . . . . . . . 373.66* 8
Model 3 vs. model 2 . . . . . . . . . . . 135.43* 8
Model 4 vs. model 3 . . . . . . . . . . . 63.77* 4
Model 5 vs. model 4 . . . . . . . . . . . 419.75* 24

* P ! .05.

logistic regression models in which the employment pattern is the depen-
dent variable (with continuous nonemployment as the omitted category).
The analysis starts out with a simple model, which includes the age and
education of women and then adds the welfare regime and characteristics
of employment supportive policies. Model statistics for various specifi-
cations are presented in table 2. Model 1, which includes age and edu-
cation as explanatory variables, serves as the base model. This model
assumes no variation across welfare and policy regimes in women’s pat-
terns of employment. Model 2 tests the effect of welfare regime, while
model 3 adds the effect of family policy to the previous model. Model 4
tests the full set of interactions between the two dimensions—welfare
regime and policy level. In the final step, we fitted model 5, which assumes
country-specific effects on the employment pattern. The top half of table
2 presents the goodness of fit for each model, and the bottom panel shows
the statistics for model comparisons.

A comparison between model 2 and model 1 reveals that type of welfare
regime significantly affects women’s employment pattern. The likelihood
statistic (�2LL) decreased from 16,180.78 to 15,807.12 (x2 p 373.66; df
p 8). The comparison of model 3 with model 2 reveals that employment-
supportive policies also have a significant effect on the employment pat-
tern. Model 3, which includes both welfare regime and employment pol-
icies, improves on model 2 (x2 p 135.43; df p 8), indicating that the two
dimensions are important for understanding women’s employment pat-
tern. Model 4 includes the full set of interactions between welfare regimes
and policy level. The �2LL value associated with this model is signifi-
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cantly lower than in model 3 (x2 p 63.77; df p 4). This attests to the
fact that the level of support for mothers’ employment affects women’s
employment patterns differently depending on welfare regime.

Last, we tested a model with an indicator for each of the 12 countries
to capture the total variation across countries.8 The model statistics for
the difference between model 5 and model 4 are significant (x2 p 419.75;
df p 24). It is clear from these findings that there are important country
idiosyncrasies and that country-specific institutions and norms uniquely
affect the employment patterns of women. Nonetheless, the analysis un-
derscores the fact that welfare regime and female employment policies go
a long way to explain the differential patterns of women’s employment
along the family life course. Consequently, model 4 is our model of choice
for evaluating the effects of employment support policy and welfare re-
gime on women’s employment patterns. The coefficient estimates asso-
ciated with this model are presented in table A1 in the appendix.

In order to facilitate the evaluation of the results and their bearing on
our hypotheses, we calculated the expected probabilities of the various
employment patterns for each of the six institutional contexts. The prob-
abilities were derived from the multinomial logistic results of model 4 and
were calculated for a woman age 40 with a high school education. The
results are presented in graphical form in figure 3. In general, employment-
supportive policies increase the probability of working full-time contin-
uously while family demands are high and reduce the probability of with-
drawing from market work. As evident from figure 3a, the probability of
continuous full-time employment within each welfare regime is higher
where employment supportive policies are extensive. For example, the
probability of continuous full-time employment in the liberal context is
0.30 for women whose employment is supported by the state and only
0.18 for those with a low level of support. The pattern is similar in the
conservative regime. The probability of continuous full-time work is 0.39
where policies are highly supportive and 0.30 where support is low. The
same is true for the social-democratic regime (0.17 vs. 0.10, respectively).
When comparing across welfare regimes, we find that women in conser-
vative countries have a significantly higher probability to work full-time
continuously compared to women in social-democratic regimes.

The probability of withdrawing from the labor force during the two
time periods under study is higher in the conservative countries with
intermediate level of support than in conservative countries with high
support for mothers’ employment (fig. 3b). A similar pattern is found

8 When the dummy indicators for country effect are added to model 4, the terms for
welfare regime and support levels (and their interactions) drop out. Hence, this model
has 52 degrees of freedom associated with it.



Fig. 3.—Predicted probabilities of work pattern by welfare regime and employment
support policy.
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among the social-democratic countries (0.27 and 0.06, respectively, for
intermediate and high support). Among the liberal countries, however,
the employment policy level does not affect the probability of interrupted
employment. A short-term work interruption followed by a transition
to part-time employment is more prevalent in countries with a lower
level of support for mother’s employment, within each welfare regime
(figure 3c).

The other employment patterns are less consistent with our expectations
(fig. 3d and fig. 3e). Specifically, the probability of working part-time
during the entire period is similar for most categories. It is higher only
for social-democratic countries with high support for mothers’ employ-
ment (0.44) and lower in the liberal regime with intermediate support.
Finally, no meaningful differences are evident in the probability of work-
ing part-time for a short period.

It is important to keep in mind that, while representing well-defined
points in the family life course, the work experience women reported may
have spanned a long period of time. A 60-year-old woman and a woman
in her 30s are likely to have had preschool children in quite different
historical periods. In particular, it is not clear to what extent the welfare
and employment-support classifications that pertain to rather recent cir-
cumstances are pertinent to the labor market older women experienced
years earlier. Although a historical examination of policy changes in each
country is beyond the scope of the present study, we addressed this issue
by reanalyzing the data separately for four birth cohorts. This detailed
analysis did not reveal any systematic cohort effects. More important, the
patterns described earlier were revealed with varying intensity in each of
the birth cohorts.9 We conclude, then, that although policies have changed
during the last 30–40 years in most countries, the underlying ideology and
basic institutional mechanisms of employment-supportive policies for
women were probably already present and did not change substantially
over this period.

Employment Patterns and Earnings

The last issue to be examined is the effect of the employment pattern
along the family’s life cycle on women’s earnings later in life. Our purpose
is to test the hypotheses concerning the effect of welfare regime and em-
ployment supportive policies on penalties to employment interruption.

9 The cut-off points for the four age groups were under 40, 41–50, 51–60, and above
60. The patterns were generally more pronounced in the younger age cohort but were
still significant in the oldest age group. The detailed results may be obtained from the
authors upon request.
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TABLE 3
Models Explaining Women’s Wage Rank by Employment Pattern Along

the Life Course

�2 Log Likelihood df x2 Difference df Change

1. Base model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,642.36 16
2. Model 1 � welfare regime . . . 3,027.00 26
3. Model 2 � employment

supportive policies . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,678.06 36
4. Model 3 � welfare regime

# employment supportive
policies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,665.90 41

5. Model 4 � country inter-
actions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,484.26 71

Comparisons:
Model 2 vs. model 1 . . . . . . . . . . 615.36* 10
Model 4 vs. model 2 . . . . . . . . . . 348.94* 10
Model 4 vs. model 3 . . . . . . . . . . 12.16* 5
Model 5 vs. model 4 . . . . . . . . . . 181.64* 30

* P ! .05.

For this purpose, we regressed earnings at the time of the survey on the
pattern of past employment and the institutional context, controlling for
age, education, hours of work, current occupation, and authority posi-
tion.10 To control for women’s selection into paid employment, we applied
the Heckman selection procedure. Various specifications were examined,
and the model comparisons are presented in table 3. The base model (col.
1) introduces the individual-level variables. The second model adds the
welfare regimes, the third model adds the employment-supportive policies,
the fourth model includes the full set of interactions between welfare
regime and the level of employment-supportive policies, and the last model
(model 5) adds an indicator for each country. In the lower half of the
table, we evaluate the contribution of various models using x2 tests for
the difference in the log likelihood.

The comparison of model 2 to model 1 reveals a large and significant
improvement when welfare regime type is included (x2 p 615.36; df p
10). The additive combination of the two institutional indicators further
improves the model, indicating a unique significant effect of level of sup-
port (evident from the comparison of model 3 to model 2, where x2 p
348.94; df p 10). Model 4 adds interaction terms for the combination of
welfare regime and level of employment-supportive policies, which further

10 The analysis of income consequences is limited to women who participated in paid
employment at the time of the survey. This limitation results in a sample of 2,436
women.
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improves the estimation, but only marginally so (x2 p 12.16; df p 5).
The last model adds idiosyncratic factors, which are captured by a sep-
arate indicator for each country. The comparison of this model with the
previous one (x2 p 181.64; df p 30) indicates that in addition to welfare
regime and employment-supportive policies, unique country character-
istics also affect women’s employment pattern on their wage level.

Since model 4 best captures the systematic effects of the association
between employment patterns, welfare regime, and employment suppor-
tive policies on earnings, we turn now to examine it more closely (table
4). The first and second columns of table 4 show the coefficient estimates
and their standard errors, respectively. The comparison category used in
the model is continuous full-time employment in the liberal regime with
low support, so that the coefficients measure the deviation of each social
context from this baseline.

Since we are interested in differences among employment patterns
within each regime and employment policy type, we calculate the differ-
ence between the coefficient for each employment pattern and the coef-
ficients for full-time continuous employment, in each institutional context.
These differences may be interpreted as the “penalties” for interruption
of employment during the family life course, within the various social
contexts. The results are presented in the third column. For example,
under the liberal regime with intermediate support, the coefficient for
continuous full-time employment was 0.181, and the coefficients for a
continuous part-time employment was 0.078. Hence, the calculated cost
for a continuous part-time work will be 0.103 ( ).0.181 � 0.078 p 0.103
Similarly, the cost of a long-term work separation in a conservative regime
with intermediate level of support equals 0.073 ( ).0.182 � 0.109 p 0.073

We then tested the statistical significance of these differences. With few
exceptions, the figures support our expectation that high support for
women’s employment minimizes the costs of employment interruptions
and the transition to part-time. A reduction of wages due to work sep-
aration is apparent in all welfare regimes with an intermediate level of
employment-supportive policies. For example, in the liberal regime, with
intermediate support for mothers’ employment, short-term work inter-
ruption reduces the wage rank by seven percentage points. A long-term
separation from paid employment reduces the wage rank by more than
19 percentage points (see the third column of liberal—intermediate sup-
port). The reduction is slightly smaller in the social-democratic countries
(16 percentage points). Long-term work separation (out the labor force
continuously) entails lower costs in the conservative countries with in-
termediate employment support (seven percentage points). Interestingly,
and somewhat unexpectedly, continuous part-time employment reduces



TABLE 4
Effects of Employment Pattern along the Life Course on Wage Rank

Coefficient SE Within-Group Difference

Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .004* .000
Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .079* .003
Hours of work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .005* .000
Whether supervise . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .039* .006
Whether white collar . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .034* .006
Liberal—low support:

Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.018 .015 �.018
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.004 .015 �.004
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.012 .015 �.012
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .004 .025 .004

Liberal—intermediate support:
Full-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .181 .019 0
Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .179 .023 �.002
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .078 .025 �.103*
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .115 .024 �.066*
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .013 .032 �.194*

Conservative—intermediate support:
Full-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .182 .019 0
Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .214 .029 .032
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .105 .020 �.077*
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .118 .023 �.064*
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .109 .028 �.073*

Conservative—high support:
Full-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .012 .016 0
Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .014 .026 .002
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .020 .019 .008
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .023 .033 .011
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .056 .034 .044

Social democratic—intermediate
support:
Full-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .346 .022 0
Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .308 .020 �.038
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .250 .017 �.096*
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .249 .016 �.097*
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .184 .030 �.162*

Social democratic—high support:
Full-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .214 .028 0
Part-full . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .247 .029 .033
Part-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .164 .018 �.050
NILF-part . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .128 .022 �.086*
NILF-NILF . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .181 .048 �.033

Lambda . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.018 .015

Note.—The model is based on Heckman Procedure using maximum-likelihood estimator. Model x2

p 1,848.17; df p 41.
* P ! .05.
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the wage rank by 8–10 percentage points in all countries, with an inter-
mediate level of support for mothers’ employment.

Contrary to our expectations, no wage penalties are observed in coun-
tries with a liberal welfare regime and low employment support. It should
be recalled, however, that the estimation models include type of occu-
pation and authority position. When these attributes were excluded from
the model (these analyses are not presented), effects of employment pattern
on earnings did emerge.11 We infer from this that in the liberal market
regime work is structured in a way that creates a strong linkage between
employment pattern and type of occupation and position. These, in turn,
largely determine economic rewards. How this is achieved cannot be
determined from our data and requires additional investigation.

When employment policies are aimed to encourage mothers’ partici-
pation in paid employment, low costs or even no costs are associated with
deviations from continuous full-time employment. Only in the social-
democratic regime with high support for mother employment, women are
penalized (by a reduction of nine percentage point) for a short separation
from the labor force. Lower levels of support for female employment,
however, do bring about penalties to work interruptions and to long-term
transition to part-time employment.

CONCLUSIONS

Women’s low attainments in the labor market are commonly attributed
to their employment patterns along the family’s life cycle. It had been
argued that women’s interrupted employment while they have young
children at home is largely responsible for their lower wages and their
limited employment opportunities in the labor market. In this article, we
focused on two institutional dimensions: Esping-Andersen’s typology of
welfare regimes and the level of mothers’ employment-supportive policies,
suggested by Gornick et al. (1997), to scrutinize their effect on women’s
employment pattern at the period when family demands are high; and
the consequences of the employment pattern on earnings later in life. We
anticipated variation in the level of employment interruptions and re-
duction of working hours along the lines of welfare regimes and employ-
ment-supportive policies. Moreover, we expected variations in the costs
of discontinued employment and of the transition into part-time work
among the institutional dimensions.

The empirical analysis confirmed the complex relationship between

11 This was not the case in any of the social context except for the liberal regime with
low employment support.
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institutional context and women’s employment patterns. We found that
within all welfare regimes, employment continuity is highest among coun-
tries in which the state provides support for working mothers. That is,
policy aimed toward supporting mothers’ employment facilitates their
attachment to the labor market by providing the necessary conditions to
participate in full-time employment on a continuous basis. In countries
where the family assumes most of the child-rearing responsibilities (i.e.,
countries with conservative regimes and those who do not highly support
women’s employment), women are compelled to interrupt their employ-
ment and rely on other sources of income—either through their spouses
or through state mechanisms.

By affecting the way in which labor markets operate, the state, through
policies and regulations, reduces the costs of women’s part-time and dis-
continued employment. We found support for the proposition that insti-
tutions mediate the costs of employment interruptions. Both in conser-
vative and in sociodemocratic countries with lower levels of support for
mothers’ employment, part-time and discontinuous employment reduce
women’s earnings in the long run. This, however, is not the case in most
countries that encourage mothers’ participation in paid employment.

Although many of the findings are in line with the propositions outlined
at the outset, some inconsistencies emerged as well. For example, the rate
of women’s full-time employment in conservative countries was higher
than anticipated by the model. Likewise, the penalty to work interruptions
(including transitions to part-time employment) in social-democratic coun-
tries with an intermediate level of support for mothers’ employment was
relatively high. Moreover, no wage penalties were observed in liberal
countries with low support for mothers’ employment. These deviations
underscore the fact that idiosyncratic factors such as unique historical
processes, or normative systems, operate at the country level.

Our findings have several important implications. First, they underscore
the importance of institutional context in affecting women’s employment
patterns. We found that welfare regime and employment supportive policy
explain much of the variation in women’s employment patterns across
countries. Policies directed toward women’s employment have the poten-
tial of encouraging or discouraging continuous full-time employment.
These policies are related to, but do not necessarily coincide with, the
welfare regimes (e.g., Sainsbury 1994, 1996; O’Connor 1996).

Second, against the common argument that part-time is detrimental to
women’s market position, the cross-national comparison reveals a more
complex reality. Societies have different means of incorporating women
into paid economy and rewarding them. Some countries developed strong
mechanisms for integrating women into the labor market through highly
supportive policies. This has a twofold effect: first, it results in a more
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heterogeneous female labor force which is accommodated by diverse em-
ployment patterns and, second, since there is no “standard” employment
pattern, no penalty is associated with intermittent or part-time work. By
way of contrast, in countries that maintain the traditional gender division
of labor and preserve women’s familial roles (providing only intermediate
levels of support for their employment), continuous employment is less
prevalent and the labor market penalties for “nonstandard” employment
are the highest.

APPENDIX

TABLE A1
Log-Likelihood Estimates of Employment Pattern along the Life Cycle

Full-Full Part-Full Part-Part NILF-Part

Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �.027* �.022* �.044* �.018*
(.003) (.004) (.003) (.003)

Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .486* .447* .354* .155*
(.036) (.041) (.035) (.036)

Liberal—intermediate support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .457* �.065 �.391* �.270
(.163) (.186) (.187) (.175)

Conservative —intermediate support . . . . . . . .224 �.898* �.171 �1.075*
(.125) (.170) (.127) (.130)

Conservative—high support . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .747* �.436* .136 �1.618*
(.126) (.164) (.132) (.188)

Social democratic—intermediate support . . . �.936* �.632* �.247* �.227*
(.143) (.137) (.115) (.102)

Social democratic—high support . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.036* 1.020* 1.765* .931*
(.223) (.228) (.197) (.199)

Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . �1.396 �1.553 .196 .143
(.268) (.310) (.260) (.258)

Note.—N p 5,421; model x2p1,227.87; df p 24.
* P ! .05.
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