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ABSTRACT

There is a strong effect of childbirth on female labour supply.This effect, however,
is changing over time.This article uses panel data on the last two decades on three
European countries (the Netherlands, Germany, the UK) to study changes in
female labour force behaviour around childbirth and tries to find an explanation
for these changes by looking at differences between the three countries.We con-
clude that there are substantial differences in participation patterns between the
three countries in our study and that policy measures and institutions such as
childcare that make the costs of combining work and family lower relative to being
a full-time mother seem to increase female participation rates.
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Introduction

n existing literature on both fertility and female labour supply it has been
shown that there is a strong interdependency between the presence of chil-
dren in the household and female labour supply. Women with children tend

to work less than those without children. In many of these studies a cross-
sectional approach has been used to show the differences in labour supply
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behaviour. In this article we will explicitly study the dynamics of labour supply
around childbirth.

After childbirth, women can choose to remain in full-time work. They can
also lower their number of working hours in order to facilitate the combination
of work and family life, or they can leave the labour market, either permanently
or for a limited period (mostly, until the children reach school age). The choice
between these three types of participation is highly influenced by individual
preferences and by the restrictions women (or households) face. Mertens
showed that, at least in the Netherlands, over the total life cycle these decisions
lead to three ‘dominant’ patterns (Mertens, 1998). The first pattern is that
women leave the labour market after the birth of the first child, have more chil-
dren and do not return to work. The second pattern is that women have only
one child and work both before and (shortly) after childbirth. The third, less
common, pattern is the one in which women have two children, work before
the first birth, return to work after the birth of the second child, with an inter-
ruption between the first and the second child. Interview-based research for the
Netherlands also showed that the choice between these three major patterns is
closely related to the division of care tasks between husband and wife, which
usually emerge shortly after the birth of a new baby and appear to persist
throughout early childhood (De Jong and De Olde, 1994). This is why the
moment of birth of a first child is not only a major event in the parents’ per-
sonal life. It is also a major event from the point of view of the mother’s labour
market career.

As no complete life-cycle data are available for our research, this article
focuses on the individual transitions from labour to care activities around
childbirth and tries to answer the question of the extent to which women suc-
ceed in maintaining a tie with the labour market during different stages of fam-
ily formation. Among others, Joshi et al. (1996) have shown that losing this tie
is detrimental for women’s human capital and, as a consequence, for women’s
future earnings and career possibilities. Even a small tie (e.g. through part-time
work) diminishes the depreciation of human capital and thereby reduces the
risk of poverty and social exclusion. We present analyses for three European
countries: for the Netherlands and (West) Germany over the period 1985 to
2000, and for the UK over the period 1991 to 2000. We try to identify the
effect of major institutional and policy changes on female labour supply by
relating within-country changes in labour supply over time to changes in
national institutions.

Labour market transitions around childbirth

There exists an extensive literature on individual and household decision-
making with respect to labour supply both from an economic and from a more
sociological point of view. Starting with Becker’s ‘New Home Economics’, part
of the economic literature also goes into the issue of decision-making within the
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household (Becker, 1965). Next to economic incentives, the decision to work is
also affected by attitudes to work and family (Crompton and Harris, 1998a,
1998b; Hakim, 1998; Marks and Houston, 2002).

Households that face a decision on labour market participation will make
a trade off between the costs and the benefits of participation. Labour market
participation of the household members will generate benefits: the income
needed to maintain a standard of living for the household, but it will also result
in costs. The less time partners have available for household work, the more
activities have to be outsourced, which is costly. When a child is born new
duties and tasks emerge and most households have to reconsider the division of
their activities. The balance between costs and benefits may shift due to the new
situation. The potential earnings of both partners, and thus the benefits of
labour market participation, will not change, but the level of household work,
and therefore the opportunity costs of participation increase considerably as
household size increases. The time needed for childcare increases in particular.
It is therefore expected that a number of former two-earner households become
one-earner households at the birth of the first child. However, withdrawal from
the labour market may have serious long-term effects: total withdrawal from
the labour market will seriously hamper future entrance, or will have strong
effects on the earnings after a future return to work. If these effects are larger,
or the household places a large weight on this effect in their decision, the prob-
ability that a woman will not stop working will be greater.

The effect of economic incentives may depend on norms and values. Both
Hakim, (1998, 2000: 6, Table 1.1) and Van der Lippe and Siegers (1994) stress
the intermittent character of norms on individuals’ reactions to economic incen-
tives. Households that strongly oppose working mothers will not be strongly
influenced by large decreases in potential future earnings, as the woman will not
return. Households that are in favour of equal role-sharing will not be very
influenced by economic incentives, as the woman will stay in the labour mar-
ket. The group in between, labelled as adaptives by Hakim (1995, 1996, 1998,
2000), will be the most responsive to possible short- and long-term effects of
their decisions, as their norms do not fully determine their behaviour.

In explaining labour supply behaviour by attitudes and norms, the question
can be raised as to whether or not attitudes towards certain behaviour are fixed
and predetermined. Hakim states that preferences towards work determine the
career that women have. Those preferring not to work will act accordingly,
while others, having strong orientations towards work, will choose to work.
These women may not have children at all. The adaptives will first make a
career and eventually try to combine this with children. Hakim argues that
behaviour follows attitudes, while others argue that to some extent, attitudes
follow behaviour (Crompton and Harris, 1998a, 1998b). Finally, some argue
that there is a far more complicated interaction between individual norms,
group norms and behaviour, allowing feedback from one to the other (Vendrik,
1993, 2003). However, in all three cases there is a causality from attitudes
towards behaviour, at least in the short run.
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The participation decision is partly based on a cost–benefit analysis by the
household. Benefits of working are related to the human capital of the woman.
The higher her educational level and the more labour market experience she
has, the higher her potential income will be. On the other hand, the costs of
working are more or less fixed. Of course, individuals with higher human cap-
ital may require childcare of higher standards, which is more expensive. Also,
due to payment schemes, the costs of childcare may be partly dependent on
income, but in general costs are more related to the provider of the services than
to the buyer of these services. This implies that the opportunity costs of not par-
ticipating in the labour market are relatively high for women with high human
capital, while they have relatively low direct costs. For women with little human
capital, the opposite holds. Therefore, we expect that withdrawal from the
labour market at childbirth is more common for less-educated women, while
highly-educated women continue work (although, perhaps, at a lower number
of weekly hours). At second childbirth, the same holds. However, there will also
be women who stop working, because staying in the labour market will not
compensate for the increased costs of children. The birth of a second child may,
for instance, result in the necessity of substituting relatively cheap informal
childcare, by more expensive, formal childcare. This may hold especially for
women with lower levels of education who decide to keep working when their
first child is born.

In our empirical analysis we face the problem of not having any direct
information on women’s attitudes towards work for the Dutch as well as the
German data. Therefore, we have to use imperfect, more implicit information
on these attitudes. Lommerud and Vagstad label careers that focus more on the
family than on paid work as the ‘mummy track’, and a career that is more
focused on paid work than on the family by a ‘market career track’ (Lommerud
and Vagstad, 2000). The women in the first track one are more family-oriented,
while the women in the second are more modern in their attitudes and more
work-oriented. Not only is the participation decision related to these attitudes,
but it is also known that women who are more modern have children at a later
age. Also, women who are more modern often choose to cohabit instead of
marrying. Therefore, we use age at first birth and marital status as an imperfect
proxy of orientations towards work. We therefore expect that women having
their first child relatively early will not return to work, while women having
their first birth relatively late will not interrupt (Gustafsson et al., 1996). Also,
as non-married cohabiting women tend to have ‘more modern’ norms, we
expect them to have a higher probability of working and staying in the labour
market after childbirth than married women.

The spacing between two subsequent children may also relate to the pat-
tern: women having their children within a short spell of time will be facing a
combination of problems that may be more severe for a short duration. Again,
economic motives and orientations towards work are interrelated: we expect
career-oriented women to have their children close together and women having
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children shortly after each other to have a greater probability of not interrupt-
ing their careers.

Labour market behaviour around birth differs according to birth order of
the child, and by the preferred number of children. The tendency to stay at
home for a longer period will be higher if the woman wants another child, even
when this child is not yet born. Also, the tendency to return to the labour mar-
ket will be higher when the family has reached its preferred size. Here, two
observations may be relevant. The first is that women opting for a relatively
large family will withdraw from the labour market. As soon as the first child is
born, they choose to specialize in household activities. When this tendency for
specialization increases with the preferred number of children, the fall in par-
ticipation rates will be greater for women with more children. The second
observation is that women who do not return to the labour market shortly after
the first birth may have problems in returning at a later moment in time. These
increasing problems can be explained by the depreciation of human capital and
increasing search costs. Also, employers may interpret the length of the inter-
ruption period as a signal that these mothers are not very committed to the
labour market and paid work (Roman and Schippers, 2005). When return to
the labour market is not possible, the opportunity costs of having another child
are relatively low. In that case, the career interruption is the explanation for the
relatively large number of children.

So far, we have discussed factors women can influence, to a certain extent,
through their own choices. However, women may be restricted in realizing
their preferences by the economic situation in a given period. When unem-
ployment rates are high, it may be unwise to leave a paid job. This may result
in a larger number of women who keep working in times of high unemploy-
ment. When unemployment is high, women who are already out of the labour
market may find it more difficult to return. So, our hypothesis is that high local
unemployment rates are detrimental to transitions, both into and out of the
labour market.

Moreover, the institutional context may create strong incentives for a
woman to choose a given pattern. Therefore, differences between countries in
return patterns and return speed can be related partly to institutions (Wetzels,
1999). When taxes are such that one-earner households are favoured, women
may choose non-participation. When they want to work, but there is no afford-
able childcare available or leave schemes are insufficient, they are forced to
leave the labour market. Following Hakim, it can be expected that not all
women will react to the institutional setting in the same way and magnitude
(Hakim, 2003: 237–45).

Although a number of women keep working after childbirth, they may
reduce working hours in order to combine work and family tasks. In the
Netherlands a reduction of working hours is often possible without a change of
job, and part-time work is well protected and not necessarily in the secondary
labour market. As a result of this, part-time work in the Netherlands provides
a stable labour market situation, while in Germany and the UK part-time work
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is not a fully-fledged option, but often a ‘second best’ solution (Anxo et al.,
2000; Bothfeld and O’Reilly, 2000; Hendrickx et al., 2001). Although the situ-
ation in Germany and the UK is steadily improving, in the period under study
the situation was different. In Germany a legal right for part-time work was
introduced in January 2001. In the UK, in 2003, a right to flexible working was
established. However, this is outside the period covered by our data. Although
Hakim (1995) stresses the fact that women chose part-time jobs, there is also
evidence that a number of women in part-time jobs want to change their labour
market position (Walsh, 1999; Walters, 2005; Warren, 2004). Due to these dif-
ferences in the nature of part-time work we do not present part-time work as
an independent fourth strategy in addition to the three strategies presented in
the introduction.

Empirical analysis of the transition patterns

For our analysis we use panel data: the Institute of Labour Studies (OSA)
database for the Netherlands, covering the period 1983 to 1998, the German
Socio-Economic Panel (GSOEP) covering the period 1984 to 2000 for (West)
Germany and the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) for the UK, covering
the period 1991 to 2001. All three databases contain information on an indi-
vidual basis, giving relatively detailed information on family formation and
labour market participation. From this data we selected all women who gave
birth to a child within the sample period, as labour market information was not
sought retrospectively. We used participation figures on a monthly basis over
the period 24 months before and 24 months after birth. Due to the exact phras-
ing of the questions, there are differences between the three countries in the
period shortly after birth: in the BHPS and the GSOEP women can report their
status as ‘on leave’. In the Dutch questionnaire, they do not have that option.
So, even though almost all Dutch women take up their statutory sixteen weeks
of pregnancy/maternity leave they report themselves as ‘working for pay’ in this
period. The category of mothers with three or more children is left out of the
analyses because of relatively small numbers: there were 204, 171 and 269 third
births in the Dutch, German and British data, respectively.

In Table 1 we illustrate the process of change in labour supply by showing
average participation rates in the period around childbirth, starting two years
before and ending two years after childbirth. For the Netherlands, the mea-
surement error mentioned above is evident in the very large percentage of
women working in the month of birth.

Table 1 shows that in all three countries, participation rates drop con-
siderably around childbirth. Women in the Netherlands and the UK lower
their participation rates before birth, even in their ‘pre-pregnancy periods’ so
there is clearly an anticipation effect. After childbirth the patterns in the
countries differ markedly. In the Netherlands, participation rates keep falling
and in the six months after birth, the average rate in the Netherlands falls by
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another 10 percentage points to 56 percent. Part of this decline concerns
women who quit their job at the end of their maternity leave. In Germany on
the other hand, there is a gradual increase in participation rates after birth: it
rises from 11 percent shortly after birth to 44 percent two years after childbirth.
In the UK there is also an increase relatively soon after childbirth, from 31 per-
cent to 57 percent two years after the first birth.

In the table we distinguish between first birth when no second birth is
observed, first birth when a second child is observed, and second birth when no
third birth is observed. For all countries we see a comparable difference
between these three cases. When we compare the pattern of the ‘one child only’
women, to those with two children, we see that the pre-birth drop in participa-
tion is larger for women who eventually have more than one child. In other
words, there seems to be an anticipation effect with respect to ‘expected’ fam-
ily size. Also, the return to work for women with more than one child seems to
be slower than the return of women with one child only. When family forma-
tion is completed women tend to return to work, although in the Netherlands
and Germany participation rates of women with two children stay well below
the level of that of women with one child only. In the UK, on the other hand,
women show a rate of return after second birth which is much higher: two years
after birth, average participation levels are back to the level of two years before
birth. Also, the difference between women with one child only and those with
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Table 1 Patterns of average female participation rates around childbirtha)

Month
Months before birth of birth Months after birth

24 12 6 3 3 6 12 24

Netherlands
1 child 81 78 74 72 66 61 57 58 56
2 children, first child 83 79 75 68 54 41 38 39 37

second child 47 34 37 35 33 33 35 37 38

Germany
1 child 80 84 79 69 16 11 15 28 44
2 children, first child 86 86 83 74 15 11 11 25 34

second child 42 41 41 37 12 12 13 23 33

United Kingdom
1 child 83 75 55 50 31 40 46 53 57
2 children, first child 85 75 58 50 31 35 45 46 48

second child 55 51 40 34 26 33 39 48 54

a) Children born after 1980 in the Netherlands, after 1983 in Germany and 1990 in the United Kingdom.The
average spacing in the Netherlands between the two children is 38 months, in Germany it is 48 months, and in
the United Kingdom it is 44 months.
Source: own computations on OSA 1985–1998/GSOEP 1984–2000/BHPS 1991–2001
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two children is minimal: two years after the last birth, average participation
levels of women with one child only are 57 percent, while the rate of those with
two children reaches 54 percent.

In the remainder of this section we will estimate a model to explain the dif-
ferences in these patterns, and to relate these patterns to the characteristics of
the women. Ideally, the question on return to the labour market should be
answered using duration models. However, as a result of the way participation
is recorded around childbirth, it is not possible to determine the length of the
interruption exactly. To overcome this problem, we use a multinomial logit
model to analyse the effects of the various factors that may explain women’s
participation patterns around childbirth. To do so we define a transition by
comparing the labour market status six months before birth to the status 12
months afterwards. This results in four possible transitions around childbirth:
work before and after birth (YY), work before, but not after birth (YN), not
working before, but working after birth (NY) and not working before and after
birth (NN). In Table 2 the frequencies of these transitions are presented.

We include the educational level as indicator for human capital. Of
course, human capital consists of more than initial education (e.g. Portela,
2001), but other aspects such as total work experience and individual ability
are not included in our data. As discussed before, attitudes towards work tend
to influence participation decisions. In our data, however, direct information
with respect to attitudes to work is lacking. In all three databases there is
some information available with respect to various aspects of the current job,
but these relate to ‘job satisfaction’ or characteristics that a job has/should
have and not to the ‘attitudes to work’ (i.e. the role work plays in your life)
as used by, for example, Hakim. Therefore, we have to use very crude prox-
ies in our empirical specification. Age at first birth is included as indicator for
the career-orientedness of the woman. Marital status at the time of birth is
included as it is also expected to be an indicator of attitudes since non-
married couples tend to have more equal sharing of tasks in and outside the
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Table 2 Patterns around childbirth, 6 months before – 12 months after birth, in %a)

The Netherlands Germany United Kingdom

Around Around Around Around Around Around
first birth 2nd birth first birth 2nd birth first birth 2nd birth

YY 40 29 25 17 32 27
YN 33 6 55 22 24 10
NY 3 5 2 5 17 19
NN 24 56 18 57 27 44
# observations 543 520 649 506 668 592

a) Children born after 1980 in the Netherlands, after 1983 in Germany and after 1990 in the United Kingdom.
Source: OSA 1985–1998/GSOEP 1984–2000/BHPS 1991–2001
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home compared to married couples. We also include a dummy variable indi-
cating that the observed birth is the last birth observed. Because we do not
have data on the complete life cycle, we interpret this as an indicator of com-
pleted fertility. However, using this variable, the factor ‘completed fertility’ is
measured with relatively large error, especially for the younger respondents.
For the second birth we also include the spacing between children. Finally,
regional unemployment rate at the moment of childbirth is included as an indi-
cator of the economic circumstances. For this rate, the unemployment rate as
provided by Eurostat at NUTS-1 level is used. Unfortunately, there is no suit-
able measure for the degree in which government policy and institutional
arrangements favour the combination of paid work and family life (Koopmans
and Schippers, 2003). Reliable measures for the supply or actual use are lack-
ing when it comes to, for instance, childcare facilities. What we do see in most
countries, or at least in the countries included in this study, is an extension of
work-family arrangements (either public or private) over time (Den Dulk,
1999). Even though in one country the emphasis may be more on changing tax
rules, while in another country the policy focus is on leave or childcare facili-
ties, the overall picture is that welfare state regimes have become more
‘friendly’ towards the reconciliation of work and family life. Therefore, we
include year of birth of the child to see whether or not there tend to be any sys-
tematic changes in transition patterns over time. These changes over time, in
turn, can be related to changes in social norms and the institutional context.
We also tried a more flexible, non-linear specification. This, however, did not
improve the fit of the model.

Many of the relevant factors in the participation decision are choice factors
such as educational level, number and timing of children, and the participation
decision. These factors may be interrelated, which may cause some endogene-
ity. However, the choices are made in a distinct order, and these choices are, at
least to some extent, irreversible. Therefore, the educational level is predeter-
mined when it comes to the fertility and the participation decision. The educa-
tional level in turn determines the moment women enter into marriage and
motherhood (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991), because women in full-time educa-
tion are not supposed to enter into marriage and motherhood (i.e. the role mod-
els of a student and partner are conflicting). Therefore, it may be argued that
the number and timing of children are to a large degree predetermined when
deciding on participation.

The estimated parameters of the logit model can be found in Table 3 for
the transitions around first birth and in Table 4 for the transitions around sec-
ond birth. As can be seen, there are a number of similarities between countries
and between birth orders. It should also be noted that the model does not per-
form as well for the UK as it does for the other two countries. An explanation
could be that due to institutional restrictions, women in the UK have few
options, and therefore their behaviour does not differ between women of dif-
ferent characteristics as much as it does in the other two countries.
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Table 3 Estimated parameters of the multinomial logit model explaining participation patterns around first birth, the Netherlands, Germany and the United
Kingdom

The Netherlands Germany United Kingdom

Variable YN NY NN YN NY NN YN NY NN

Constant 15.126** 4.522 16.674** –6.939** 2.081 –3.848 1.153 –13.108* 3.572
(5.25) (0.54) (5.37) (2.77) (0.27) (1.19) (0.23) (2.16) (0.74)

Age at first birth –0.073* –0.088 –0.165** 0.005 –0.289** –0.074* –0.055* –0.046* –0.141**
(2.29) (1.19) (4.70) (0.21) (2.83) (2.16) (2.55) (1.98) (6.10)

Low educated 0.817** –0.955 1.233** 0.015 1.357 1.137* 0.462 0.347 0.870**
(2.86) (0.87) (4.11) (0.03) (1.50) (2.44) (1.34) (0.83) (2.67)

High educated –1.275** 0.053 –0.714* –0.663** 1.557* 0.064 –0.249 0.402 –0.137
(3.94) (0.08) (2.00) (2.90) (1.98) (0.21) (1.02) (1.57) (0.54)

Last child –0.508 0.783 0.166 –0.180 0.940 –0.134 –0.515* –0.019 0.037
(1.82) (1.25) (0.56) (0.87) (1.41) (0.50) (2.14) (0.07) (0.15)

Birth year of child –0.145** –0.077 –0.147** 0.093** 0.001 0.053 –0.011 0.125* –0.012
(4.99) (0.92) (4.68) (3.52) (0.02) (1.54) (0.21) (2.09) (0.24)

Non-married –2.342** 0.533 –0.760 –0.108 1.031 0.896** 0.289 –0.238 0.379
(3.62) (0.80) (1.80) (0.43) (1.52) (3.14) (1.18) (0.86) (1.55)

Unemployment rate 0.003 0.205 0.028 –0.080 0.109 0.047 0.151* 0.216** 0.101
(0.06) (1.34) (0.46) (1.91) (0.86) (0.88) (2.18) (2.65) (1.52)

Log likelihood –527.0 –626.5 –842.4
# observations 543 649 668

t-values in parenthesis: * significant at 5%, ** significant at 1%.
Source: OSA 1985–1998/ GSOEP 1984–2000/BHPS 1991–2001
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Table 4 Estimated parameters of the multinomial logit model explaining participation patterns around second birth, the Netherlands, Germany and the United
Kingdom

The Netherlands Germany United Kingdom

Variable YN NY NN YN NY NN YN NY NN

Constant 11.611* 18.177** 20.061** –1.435 –0.197 5.292 6.408 –5.727 10.226*
(2.22) (3.42) (6.07) (0.40) (0.03) (1.73) (0.97) (0.95) (2.15)

Age at first birth –0.075 –0.160* –0.063 –0.065 –0.147* –0.042 –0.021 –0.051 –0.062**
(1.24) (2.33) (1.90) (1.53) (2.09) (1.16) (0.61) (1.78) (2.59)

Low educated 0.237 0.633 0.919** –0.226 –0.059 0.082 –0.883 –0.499 0.841**
(0.45) (1.26) (3.14) (0.39) (0.07) (0.17) (1.49) (1.12) (2.76)

High educated –0.659 –1.269 –1.286** –0.781* –1.139 –1.107** –0.500 0.019 –0.356
(1.26) (1.80) (4.39) (2.31) (1.79) (3.82) (1.43) (0.07) (1.45)

Last child 0.229 1.292* 0.298 0.234 0.263 0.005 –0.458 0.165 –0.472
(0.47) (2.10) (1.10) (0.63) (0.46) (0.02) (1.21) (0.48) (1.78)

Birth year of child –0.115* –0.168** –0.194** 0.048 0.059 –0.022 –0.048 0.073 –0.069
(2.18) (3.14) (5.88) (1.28) (0.94) (0.68) (0.73) (1.24) (1.47)

Non-married 0.350 –0.204 –0.068 –0.352 –1.176 –0.472 0.237 –0.098 0.333
(0.42) (0.18) (0.13) (0.65) (1.01) (0.98) (0.60) (0.29) (1.23)

Unemployment rate –0.095 –0.100 –0.020 –0.125* –0.098 –0.003 –0.167 –0.023 –0.129
(0.85) (0.89) (0.31) (1.99) (0.94) (0.06) (1.73) (0.26) (1.83)

Spacing –0.041 –0.230 –0.092 0.007 –0.567** –0.148** –0.122 –0.022 –0.097*
(0.51) (1.60) (1.81) (0.14) (3.21) (3.01) (1.70) (0.47) (2.30)

Log likelihood –442.2 –516.3 –701.0
# observations 520 506 592

t-values in parenthesis: * significant at 5%, ** significant at 1%.
Source: OSA 1985–1998/ GSOEP 1984–2000/BHPS 1991–2001
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The effect of human capital is in all cases as expected. For all countries and
birth orders it can be seen that compared to women with intermediate levels of
education, women with low levels tend to decide for the YN- or the NN-pattern,
while highly educated women opt for the YY-pattern and less frequently for the
YN-pattern and the NN-pattern. The only exception is the group of highly edu-
cated women in Germany at first birth. They opt more frequently for a pattern
of NY compared to women educated to intermediate level. Apparently, there is
a group of highly educated women who choose to become mothers before
entering the labour market. This effect is absent at second birth. Compared to
the Netherlands and Germany, educational level has only a little effect on the
dynamics around childbirth in the UK.

Age at first birth, interpreted as a measure for the degree of career orienta-
tion of the woman, also shows the expected effect. Both at first and second
birth, women who have their first child at a relatively late age choose the YY-
pattern more frequently. A child being the last child does not affect the transi-
tion patterns very much, although this can perhaps be due to a measurement
error in this variable. British women who have only one child tend to stop work
less frequently than women with more children. In the Netherlands, the second
child being the last child slightly increases the probability of return to the
labour market after the second birth.

The estimation results show that the transition patterns around first birth
differ according to marital status. In the Netherlands the results are as expected
and non-married women tend to choose the YY-strategy more frequently than
the YN-strategy. In Germany, the picture is slightly different and unmarried
women opt for the NN-pattern, and less frequently for the YN-pattern. This
points in the direction of a difference in labour supply in the pre-birth period.
Married women are more likely to work before birth than unmarried women.
We have no explanation for this finding. In the UK, unmarried mothers tend to
stop work. When this is interpreted in terms of ‘orientations to work’, the
effects do not match our expectations, as non-married women are expected to
show a higher tendency to return to work after birth. Perhaps this is due to the
fact that the outcome of the process of decision-making with respect to mar-
riage is a very crude and imperfect proxy for work orientations. The effect of
being unmarried is not present at second birth, which is also due to the fact that
the percentage of mothers still unmarried at second birth is very small.

The spacing between children has little effect in the Netherlands but in
Germany and the UK the effect is greater. In both countries, a larger space
between the first and the second child results in a greater probability of the YY-
pattern occurring. Here our hypothesis is not confirmed since we expected a
shorter space between births to result in a greater probability of the YY-pattern.
Apparently, it is possible to have a second child and still combine work and
family, as long as the oldest child is not too young. Instead of the duration of
the period with small children, it is the ‘intensity’ of this period that appears to
be the most important factor.
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The economic situation in the year of birth has only a small effect and there
are no effects in the Netherlands or in Germany. In the UK, the estimations
show the opposite effect to that anticipated. When unemployment rates are
higher, job mobility around childbirth seems to increase. This may be due to a
labour demand effect. Combining work and family life is difficult and in times
of high unemployment employers will be reluctant to provide for arrangements
that facilitate the combination of work and care for children. If a mother
decides to leave work, employers can easily find a replacement. This mechanism
is stronger in the UK, where workers are more dependent on their employer,
and less on the government, for work-family arrangements (Den Dulk, 1999).
Again, at second birth the effects are virtually absent.

Finally, we see that there is indeed a structural shift in transition patterns
over time. The results indicate that for recent years, mothers in the Netherlands
show a lower probability of adopting the YN- and the NN-pattern, and a higher
probability of adopting the YY-pattern around first birth. In Germany, the more
recent the birth, the greater the probability is that the woman will follow the
YN-pattern, and the lower the probability of following the YY-pattern. In the
UK, we see an increase in the NY-pattern as more women tend to enter the
labour market shortly after childbirth. These same shifts over time are observed
around the second birth. Especially for Germany, this may look a bit surprising.
As more women choose the YN-pattern at the first birth, we expect a greater
number to be in the NN-category at second birth. In our analysis of the transi-
tions around second childbirth there are more women who worked before the
second child than we would have expected, based on the analyses of the transi-
tions around first childbirth. This may be due to a sample selection effect
because some women had their first child before the start of the panels used.

Institutional changes in the Netherlands, Germany and
the UK

The estimation results show a trend in the Netherlands and the UK towards
women’s higher labour market participation after childbirth, and a trend
towards lower participation after childbirth in Germany. This change in
behaviour can perhaps be explained by changes in the social and institutional
context in which women make their decisions. Over the last 20 years, social
norms have changed and as a result of increased female labour market partici-
pation, acceptance of working mothers has increased. This, in turn, leads to a
higher proportion of working women. Partly to facilitate these changes in soci-
ety and partly as a result of these changes, institutions change too.

The remaining question concerns whether there are changes that can
explain the different trends in transition patterns. To a certain extent, this ques-
tion can be answered affirmatively. In the Netherlands, there have been changes
in the tax system that made the system more individually based, inducing more
women to engage in paid work (Grift, 1998; Gustafsson, 1992; Vlasblom et al.,
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2001). Also, in recent years, expenses related to formal childcare have been con-
sidered deductible (within certain boundaries). During the 1990s maternity
leave arrangements, both legal and those supplied by employers, were extended
considerably (Den Dulk, 1999, 2001). From 1997 onwards, parental leave
could be taken in a flexible, part-time way. Finally, there was a large increase in
childcare facilities and a decrease in costs of these facilities for many workers.
In 1991 almost no professional childcare existed. During the next 10 years, the
number of day care places for children aged 0–4 years more than doubled,
while the number of places for children of primary school age (5–12 years) grew
even faster. The actual coverage is now between 20 and 25 percent for children
from 0–4 years old and about 10 percent for children from 5–12 years old.

In the UK, over this period the rights and protection of working mothers
also increased steadily. Although some of the major changes took place outside
our observation period, within this period there was a steady increase in mater-
nity leave rights. The period of leave that could be taken, as well as the pay-
ment during leave, became more generous towards mothers (see, for an
overview, Gregg et al., 2003). Besides, the taxation system was transformed
into an individual system in 1991, including the introduction of individual,
non-transferable allowances. This may explain the women’s increased return to
the labour market in later years. The UK system does not in principle favour
parents by means of child allowances and, during the 1990s, the family subsidy
in the tax system decreased, resulting in children representing a higher cost
(Sainsbury, 1999). Gregg et al. show that the changes in the institutional system
in the UK did change the labour supply behaviour of mothers over the period
1974 to 2000. Our results do not contradict a higher tendency to return to
work after a longer interruption. The use of the leave period of 13 weeks is
within our 6–12-month spell, and is therefore not picked up by our model. The
UK has progressively introduced more generous provisions for parental leave
since 1998. Also, in more recent years, a legal right to part-time work and pro-
tection for part-time workers was introduced, which further increased the pos-
sibilities for women to combine paid work and motherhood. It should be noted
that these institutional changes took effect at the very end of and outside the
observation period.

In Germany there seems to have been a trend in the direction of a more
‘conservative’ view on the role of mothers. The German tax system favours
households with children. In this way, the tax system lessens the need for a sec-
ond income in the household and thus favours the option of becoming a single-
earner household. This tax reduction for households is large and increased
during the period 1985 to 1996 (Sainsbury, 1999). Moreover, Germany has a
relatively generous system of parental leave. In 1986 a so-called period of
Mutterschutz (Mother protection) of 10 months was introduced. In 1992 the
period of Mutterschutz was extended to 24 months and in 1993 to 36 months.
There is a tendency for German women to use the full extent of Mutterschutz.
In other words, the period young mothers are out of the labour market
increases with the extension of the job-protection period. The percentage of
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women who eventually return to the labour market decreased as the period of
Mutterschutz increased (Ondrich et al., 1996, 2003). In principle, the father is
entitled to part of the parental leave, but in practice only women take it up. The
changes in the tax system and in the leave system strongly support the tradi-
tional one-earner, breadwinner households. As a result, it does not come as a
surprise that for recent birth cohorts a larger percentage of women have decided
to leave the labour market and opt for full-time motherhood.

Conclusions

Numerous studies have pointed out that there are relations between female
labour market participation and family career. Using data for the Netherlands,
Germany and the UK over the last 20 years we have demonstrated that these
interdependencies are strong. Women with children tend to participate less in
paid work than those without children. Women who plan to have children
show different behaviour on the labour market, even before the birth of the first
child. A number of patterns in labour supply can be distinguished. However,
most patterns can be characterized by the fact that women tend to lower their
participation and their hours of work with each child born.

We showed in this article that these patterns differ between women,
depending on their human capital. Women with more human capital tend to
have higher participation rates during all stages of their life cycle and family
formation than women with less. Choices made with respect to the timing and
number of children have a large effect on female economic independence.
Policies should not be aimed at general measures, but should be more targeted
on subgroups of women, for whom the combination of work and childcare is
now almost impossible.

Comparing the three countries, we showed that the differences in patterns
chosen between women of various educational backgrounds are roughly com-
parable. One of the major differences seems to be that over the period consid-
ered between 1980 to 2000, in the Netherlands there was a trend towards
uninterrupted careers, while during the same period in Germany there seemed
to be a trend towards leaving the labour market at childbirth. These differences
may be partly attributed to changes in the institutional context. In the
Netherlands, and to a lesser extent in the UK, the system was changed with the
aim of increasing female participation rates. Based on the idea that women
ought to be economically independent, a number of changes were made, one of
which is the huge increase in the availability and affordability of day care. This,
together with a change in social norms, resulted in an increase in female par-
ticipation rates and a reduction in ‘drop-out’ rates at childbirth. In the same
period in Germany there have been several reforms and adjustments in tax
deductions with respect to children and in the system of maternity leave. All of
these changes made full-time motherhood relatively cheap compared to com-
bining work and family. Therefore, we are not surprised to find that the number
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of women who do not leave the labour market, or do not return to work shortly
after birth, has declined during this period.
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