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INTRODUCTION

The Furopean Union has a longstanding commitment to the principle of
gender equality in the labor market. In fact, since 1957, Anticle 119 of the
Treaty of Rome stipulates that women and men should receive equal pay for
work of equal value, Consequently, the European Council of Ministers fras
issued several binding directives on women’s employment, and the European
Commission has set up administrative tnits, observatories, and research net-
works to monitor and promate equal opportunities for women angl men,
Despite these laudable efforts, women’s disadvantaged position in the lahoy
market persists, (o varying degrees, across member states of the European
Union. This pattern is mainly due to the fact that women continte o bear 4
disproportionate share oftesponsibility for childcare and housework. In other
words, normative expectations regarding women’s roe in famity tife continue
to limit women’s labor force participation. Of course, the degrec to which
women successfully balance paid work and family life depends on injra.
structural supports for wornen as workers and men as caregivers, Recogniz-
ing this situation, the Furopean Commission seels ways to “reconcile” g

“harmonize” the interface of emmployment and family life, within the broade,

context of the economic unification of Europe. At the same time, this eco-
nomic convergence has generated concerns about women’s potential losses,
given the contemporary réstructuring and retrenchment of national welfare

systems (Monk & Garu’a—Ramon, 19906).
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In this chapter, we examine how public perceptions of women’s work-
family dilemmas arise out of distinct national contexts within the European
Union. We are interested in untangiing the empirical linkages hetween pub-
lic opinion, state policy, and demographic circumstances. To do this, we
focus on individual attitudes toward a crucial aspect of the work-family
nexus, that is, perceptions of children as an obstacle to women’s employ-
ment. Why do these perceptions matter in the debate over family policies
and equal employment opportunities? We contend that when women and
men regard having children as a liability to women’s employment, women'’s
choices and opportunities will be limited indeed, irrespective of the pres-
ence (or absence) of structural constraints. This is the case either because
women themselves may avoid particular jobs or because employers may
consider women’s reproductive responsibilities as an extra expense or an
impediment to their work commitment.

Three basic questions guide our research. First, to what degree do public
perceptions of children as a barrier to women’s employment vary across
national borders? Second, how are these perceptions linked to national con-
text, net of compositional differences in personal characteristics? And third,
how do the effects of individual-level characteristics on perceptions vary
across national context?

To investigate these issues, we use data from the 1993 Lurobarometer sur-
vey, which contained a topical module on family issues. We limit our analy-
sis to the twelve countries that were members of the Furopean Union at
the time of the survey: Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Ire-
land, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, and the United

Kingdom.?

EUROPEAN DIVERSITY IN THE WORK-FAMILY INTERFACE

Most Western European countries have experienced several important
demographic trends in recent decades, albeit at different paces and magni-
tudes. First, Europeans are having fewer children today than they did twenty
years ago. In fact, with the exception of Ireland, total fertility rates are below
replacement (see Table 8.1). This downward trend in fertility has been most
dramatic in countries with historically higher fertility rates, such as Spain,
ltaly, Portugal, and Ireland. Second, marriage rates are declining, while
divorce rates are rising throughout Europe. Notably, family structures vary
substantially across the member states, with a north-south divide: single-
parent families and cohabiting couples with children (outside marriage} are
much mare common in northern than southern Europe {European Commis-
sion 1994; Eurostat 1995). This trend is a consequence of several factors,
including lower levels of economic and urban development in southern
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Europe as well as the relative importance of religion. The general rise i
wome.r1’§ employment also has irrevocably altered the fabric of famil life
and this is the third important demographic trend across Furopean cour?lries’
Many women are delaying or even foregoing childbearing hecause of il‘;
potential negative effects on earnings, seniority, and career tréjectoriéls (seé
Adlgr, 1997). At the same time, more mothers of young children are \f\@'kﬁw 3
0ut5|de_ the home, and thus the demand for substitute childcare andlnlhe%
domestic services has increased exponentially over the past fifty ‘vears
Although all European countries have experienced these fulm‘lan;c'nhl
changes, the rate of women's lahor force participation varies consider;th!(
among the member states. Figure 8.1 illustrates the diversity m the em )(Io Y
ment rates Qf women aged twenty (o thirty-nine with at least ane child Lim‘fzr
the age of five in 1992 (also see Table 8.1).7 Notably, maternal em )fovm(/‘n/l
rates are highest in Denmark, Portugal, Belgium, and France }Dm/mﬁrk
5tand§ outas the leader in maternal employment with 85 perL;enr(.)faH)motf')
ers with young children being econornically active. In contrast Luxvml‘):)u'_
and Ireland are at the low end of the distribution with 41-42 [;ercér;t o
Do these differences in maternal labor force participation rdt‘eq I-ﬂ(‘l'(’lf
refle_ct differences in the overall levels of economic aclivity for ali woﬁle‘:
within each country? The answer s clearly no; the impact of children ():1
women'’s employment, that is, the child penalty, also varies from one coun-
try to another (Gornick, Meyers, & Ross, 1997, 1998). Figure 8.2 corﬁ Dares
the economic activity rate of childless women o that of women with a[J‘Imsil
one child under the age of five for each country, ranked according to the (1‘
between mothers and childless women. The activity rate of mothers s a( i(f;s{l)
40 percentage points lower than that of childless women in Luxembourg l;e<
land, t.he Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. In contrast, there is orﬁ,f
11-point difference in Portugat and a negligible difference i}l Deﬁmarff re
The nu.m-ber of children also has differential effects on maternal \I‘1!)0r
forcg participation across the European Union. Figure 8.3 presents the (c~f;o-
nomic activity rate of mothers aged twenty to thirty-nine by number of (:I1i|«
drer? for each country. There is a tremendous drop in maternal |a50r foﬁ‘
participation after women have their first child in the Netherlands LLIXEl{f
bourg, the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Spain (in that order) :\Aaterml
IaborAforce participation declines more incrementally as the nlnmﬁer of éh i(l—
dren lncr(?ases in Germany, ltaly, and Greece. In contrast, while having on
Or two children only slightly lowers the employment rate’of French W()bm-ene
having three or more children drastically reduces maternal emplo /ment This
pattern .re_ﬂects the degree to which French policy encourages larger fan}ilielz
by providing extensive financial incentives for women (o care for theis chil-
f:fren at Ihome (see King, 1998). The french case resembles the patterns; foun 1
in Belg:um and Portugal, but not 1o the same degree. Most notable ()nr(e
again, is Denmark, where the number of children has little effect on Wé;l'ﬂel{’ﬂ
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Fig- 8.1 Employment rates for women aged twenty to thirty-nine with at least one
child under age five, 1992 (Source: Eurostat, 1995).

employment, presumably because state policies support women’s ability to
reconcile employment and childrearing.

European women and their governments have responded to work-family
dilemmas in different ways, based on national economic, political, and cul-
tural conditions. For example, part-time employment is a more feasible
option for combining work and family in the Netherlands than in Greece (see
Table 8.1). Countries also diverge in the extent to which they attempt to
equalize women’s and men’s employment prospects, conditions, and pay
through equal opportunity legislation and provisions for parental leave and
childcare (Gardiner & Leijenaar, 1996; Gornick et al., 1997, 1998; Hantrais
& Letablier, 1996). As Gardiner and Leijenaar (1996) point out, the Nether-
lands became the leader in gender equality legislation in the 1990s, while
equalizing mechanisms are rudimentary at best in Greece and Portugal. In
order to promote equal opportunities, the European Commission attempts to
influence policies on parental leave, childcare, and working time in its mem-
ber states. National governments, however, have not been unanimous in
their support of such measures. For example, the government in the United
Kingdom stood firmly against many of the recommended policies until it
was recently forced into compliance through Furopean Union Directives
(Gardiner & Leijenaar, 1996). At a glance, then, it is clear that the particular
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Fig. 8.2 Employment rate fqr women aged twenty to thirty-nine with ne children
and with one or more children, 1992 (Source: Eurostat, 1995,

mixture and intensity of policies, in terms of entitlement, financial commi-
ment, and mechanisms for delivery, differ quite substantially among the
member states [see Hantrais and Letahljer (1996) for details|. ’
Scholars have used 3 variety of empirical indicators anc| conceptual
schemes related to women’s employment to classify Furopean countries into
a system of clusters. For example, Ostner and Lewis (1995) argue th;u the
strength of the male-breadwinner norm, as manifested in national policies
determines the extent of European women’s employment. They classify Euro—,
pean countries into strong, moderate, and weak male-breadwinner states
based on tax and social security systems, the level of provisions for |)U|J|i(;

that Ireland and Britain are strong male-breadwinner countries because these
c0ur?tries lack widespread public childcare and matern ity rights e:\chi}')it en-
der inequality in public benefit systems, and have lower rafes of full—ﬁr;we
employment for women. They classify France and Belgium as moderate male.
br_eadwmner countries, and Denmark as a weak male-breadwinner C()LIHU"V
wrth much greater provisions for public childcare and parental leave, indi.
vidual tax and social security arrangements, and high levels of women’sf labor
force participation on a full-time basis.
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Fig. 8.3 Employment rates of women aged twenty to thirty-nine by number of chil-
dren, 1992 {Source: Eurostat, 1995),

Gornick et al. (1997) investigate the intensity of state support for rr(;atLerne?J
employment and arrive at groupings similar to th?se of OstnEe(EsntO ea»:/llis_;
(1995). Their research reveals three “loose clusters among O ‘ rg :
zation for Economic Cooperation and Development)}cogntnesl Stla;tt suppt(I:;;
for employed mothers with preschool-age chiidren is h|ghes't in ralr:ce, :
Nordic countries (Finland, Denmark, and Sweden.), and Be1glum,.w erzatsh
is lowest in the Anglo-Saxon countries (United Kingdom, Australljal and thg
United States). Italy, Luxembourg, West Germany, Norway, Canada, anf
Nethertands cluster in between the highes.;t and lowest groups. Udn ortu-
nately, Gornick et als {1997} analysis of mid- to late-1980s poFlcy ata O|n
OECD countries excludes several members of the European Union, namghy
Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and Spain. Using a more'qualltatlve approach,
Hantrais and tetablier (1996) characterize the nat;pnal governments in
Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and Spain, as well as the inted ngd_om, :las Ton(;
interventionist in family affairs because of @eologncal constrau:jts (rjsn;
and the United Kingdom) or financial constraints (Greece, Irela;:. ,ha.n }Z:_
tugal). Thus, these four countries fall into the bottom cluster, which is ch
acterized by weak state support for maternal employment.
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These variations in national policies and aggregate statistics should man-
ifest themselves in the public perceptions of children as an obstacle ia
women’s employment. Thus, the level of stale support for maternal emmnloy-
ment shouid be reflecied in the degree to which individuais consider chil-
dren an obstacle (o women's employment. If this is the case, we would
expect that the perception that children pose a problem would he less cony.
mon in Denmark, Belgium, and France, where state support for maternal
employment is strongest and the male-breadwinner norm is not so predom-
inant. Likewise, we would expect that the perception of children as an obsta-
cle would be more common in the United Kingdom, Ireland, Spain, and
Greece, where state support for maternal employment is the weakest anc| the
male-breadwinner norm is relatively strong. Because of the relatively high
rate of maiernal employment, Portuguese residents may be less fikely to view
children as an obstacle than residents in other countries with similar levels
of weak state support and strong male-breadwinner norms. In Portugal, fam-
ily and community networks, not the povernment, provide essential informal
support for maternal employment (Hantrais & Letablier, 199¢). Thus, we
EXpect perceptions in Portugal as well as those in other moderate countries,

namely Germany, ltaly, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands, to fall some.
where in between the two extremes.

INDIVIDUAL DIVERSITY IN THE WORK-FAMILY CONTEXT

An individual’s socioeconomic background and ideological viewpoint,
irrespective of national context and social policy, can affect whether or not
the individual perceives children as problematic for women’s employment.
Prior research demonstrates that national conlext alone explains only a

employment (Adler & Brayfield, 199¢; Panayotova & Brayfield, 1997) and
the centrality of children (Jones & Brayfield, 1997). Therefore, regardless of a
specific country’s policies or its level of women’s employment, an individuyal
may believe that women’s employment is peripheral to men’s breadwinner
responsibilities and/or that women should exit the labor market once they
become pregnant.

We suspect that individuals who believe that mothers should stay at home
to care for young children may regard motherhood and women’s employment
as mutually exclusive. In other words, traditional ideology mandates (hal
women reduce, or end, their employment (at least temporarily) after they have
a child. Thus, we hypothesize that traditional attitudes toward mothering will
coincide with the viewpoint that children pose a barrier to women’s employ-
ment. Likewise, an egalitarian ideology fosters the idea (hat women with




188 Harmonizing Work and Family in the European Union

children should not be limited to the roles of housewife and mother, and thus
children should not pose an obstacle to women’s employment. Egalitarian-
minded individuals are likely to feel that the traditional division of lahor, not
children per se, unfairly {imits women’s opportunities in the labor market. In
other words, egalitarian-minded individuals may think children hinder
women’s employment because of structural reality, whereas traditional indi-
viduals may think motherhood and employment are not compatible for ide-
ological reasons. At the same tirme, however, some individuals who feel that
mothers should stay at home to take care of their children may be merely
reacting to the difficulties of combining employment and childrearing. Such
a relationship would indicate that seemingly traditional attitudes toward
mothering are actually a practical response to the difficulties faced by can-
temporary women. Nevertheless, it still impties that childrearing is women’s
domain, and thus we expect people who believe that mothers should stay at
home with young children to be mare likely to voice the idea that children
are an obstacle to women's employment.

In all countries, women bear a disproportionate responsibitity for chil-
drearing. This means that women should be more sensitive to the difficulties
posed hy combining employment and family aclivities, whether they have
experienced these tensions firsthand or anticipate having to reconcile these
issues at some point latér in their life. Hence, we expect that women in all
twelve countries will be more likely than men to indicate that children are
an obstacle to women’s employment.

We anticipate that other personal traits also will affect perceptions of chil-
dren as an obstacle to women’s employment. Thus, we will examine the net
effects of an individual's employment status, family characteristics, age, reli-
giosity, and urban residence. We predict that these personal traits will not
have uniform effects in all twelve countries because the rate of employment
and the degree to which women are able to combine employment and child-
rearing varies greatly. However, in general, we expect age and religiosity to
reduce the perception of children as an obstacle because older people and
religious people will tend to view motherhood as a full-time occupation for
women. For many of these individuals, motherhood probably precludes
women’s employment. Also, older cohorts may feel that younger women
today have more support from governments and/or from husbands than did
previous generations. In addition, employed people, married people, and
parents should be more aware of the difficulties encountered in combining
employment and children. In contrast, we expect urban dwellers and people
with higher family incomes to be less likely to perceive children as prob-
lematic because of the greater availability and diversity of childcare and
other domestic services in cities and, for people with money, the access to
financial resources to purchase these services.
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DATA SOURCE

Qata come from the thirty-ninth wave of the Eurobarometer survey (Reif &
Melich, 1993). This sample represents the national popuations, aged fifteen
years and older, of twelve European Union member states in 1993 4 |n each
country, the basic sample design consists of a multistage, random techniqub
with probability of sample selection being proportional to population k:i?é
and density. The criginal mulitinational sample contained 13,078 res;guil-
dents, hut we lost 1,879 respondents because of missing information on at
least one of the variables in our analysis. Thus, after deletion of missing val-
ues, our analytic sample consists of 11,199 respondents.> L

VARIABLES & MEASURFMENT

Public Perceptions of the Work-Family Interface

Jr.I this chapter, we focus on public opinion about one aspect of the work-
family interface: the perception of children as an obstacle to woimen’s em-
pl(?yment. The 1993 Eurobarometer survey asked respondents if r”h‘avm ]
f:hl!dren is an obstacle to the working life of the man,” and if “having (hildreﬁ
is an_obstacle to the working life of the woman.” Based on responses io tliese
two items, we created a dichotomous variable representing individuals who
perceive children as a problem to women’s employment in particular. We
coded this variable as 1 when respondents indicated that children limit lhc;
labor force participation of women, but not that of men. We coded all other
responses as 0, including situations when respondents indicated (a) ”:'lon)’t
know" to either item, (b} children pose an obstacle for both women and men
thence, children are not solely a woman's problem), (¢} children pose an
obstacle only to the working life of the man, and (d) children do not pose an
obstacle to the working lives of women or men.

National Context

Our analysis concentrates on cross-national variation. Because our de-
pendent variable is dichotomous, we employed logistic regression 1o model
the SIm%lltaneous impact of nationat context and personal characteristics on
perceptions of children. For the first set of multivariate equations, we Lrséd
thg cross-national sample with all 11,199 respondents combined té)gether to
estimate the effect of national context net of the compositional differences in
the national samples. To do this, we created a series of dummy variables that
represent a respondent’s country of residence. We used respondents from
Denmark as the omitted reference group hecause maternal employment is
highest, and thus the chiid penalty is lowest, in this country (see Fiéures
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8.1-8.3). After controlling for variation in individual-level characteristics, the
coefficients for the country variables represent the degree to which national
context relates to perceptions of children above and beyond personal traits.
Of course, this statistical technique does ot allow us to identify which par-
ticular aspects of national context influence public opinion. Next, we esti-
mated the multivariate model separately for each country to ascertain how
individual-level characteristics affect the likelihood of perceiving children as

an obstacle within each country.

Portugal

Individual Characteristics
We also examine the simultaneous net effects of nine individual-level fac-

tors on the perception of children as an obstacle to women’s empioyment:

Luxembourg  Netherlands

tealy

* gender of respondent (female = 1, male = 0);
*  whether the respondent is a parent (coded 1, otherwise 0);

* age of respondent (years); 2

* whether the respondent considers him/herself as religious (coded 1, oth- K]
erwise 0);

* employment status, as measured by two dummy variables—professional u
occupation and nonprofessional accupation—as compared to respon- E
dents who are not employed;

* urban dweller {lives in city = 1, otherwise = 0J; c

* marital status, as measured by twa dummy variables—married/partner S
and divorced/separated/iwidowed—as compared to never-married re-
spondents; %

G

* family incame, as measured by three dummy variables—lower, middie,
and missing information—as compared to higher family incomes; and

* personal attitude toward maternal employment (“Is it better for a child if
the mother stays home to look after the child, when he/she is young, or
ts it better that the mother continues to work outside the home?”) mather

should stay home = 1, otherwise = 0).

0

Table 8.2 presents descriptive statistics for these individual characteristics
within each national sample.

Belgium  Denmark  Germany

RESULTS

Figure 8.4 illustrates the national variation in perceptions of children as an
obstacle to women’s employment. Public perceptions do not simply mirror
differences in state support for maternal employment. Children are much
more likely to be viewed as problematic in the United Kingdom, Germany,
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands than in Belgium, Greece, and Portugal.
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Fig. 8.4 Children perceived as obstacle to women’s employment.

Portuguese respondents, at 25 percent, are least likely ta consider children
as an obstacle to women’s employment, while at 57 percent the British are
at the high end. These figures confirm the link hetween sacial structure and
attitudes at the two extremes. At the high end, the lack of infrastructural sup-
ports for maternal employment in the United Kingdom heightens the public
perception of children as problematic. At the low end, the high level of
maternal employment and strong informal networks of support in Portugal
lead to the perception that children are not much of a barrier to women’s
employment. The association between social structure and attitudes is quite
complex and the countries do not clearly cluster into our hypothesized
groups. For example, contrary to our expectations, a relatively high percent-
age of Danish respondents (46 percent) view children as an obstacle, despite
the highest maternal employment rate and strong governmental support.
Likewise, a relatively low percentage of Greek respondents (31 percent) view
children as an obstacle, despite weak governmental support and a moderate
level of maternal employment.

We also find that there is a striking gender gap in attitudes; women are sig-
nificantly more likely than men to view children as an abstacle to women’s
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employment in eight out of twelve countries (Figure 8.5, Table 8.3). The gap
between women's and men’s perceptions is greatest in Ireland, Luxemhoa; '
apd ltaly. However, the gender gap is not significant in the United Kingdon%
Germany, Denmark, or France (Table 8.3). The nonsignificant results are
somewhat p.erplexing, given that women are primary caregivers in all‘ (')f"
these countries, including Denmark. In Germany and the United Kin dom
over 50 percent of both women and men report that children pose an (g)h';ta:
cle to women’s employment, and this is a relatively high rate. Men inrtlrwﬁe
two countries may be highly sensitive 1o the tensions surrounding ma!en;ai
emp!cyment, and thus we observe the lack of gender differences. It is alsn
pSSSIth,T that women and men in Denmark and France are equaliy knc;wlg
:eeagr(ia:g.e of governmental attempts to reconcile employment and child-

'N-exr, we examine whether the observed cross-national patterns of puhlic
opinion are simply the consequence of compositional differences within the
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Table 8.3 Percentage Who Perceive Children as Obstacle to
Women's Employment

Women Men Cap t-ratio
Belgium 41.91 337 8.74 -2.64%
(451)° {407)
Denmark 47.24 45.24 2.00 -.58
417 (420}
Germany 57.38 55.44 1.94 —B83
(894) {900}
Creece 35.01 27.88 7.13 -2.38%
(477) 477)
Spain 50.44 42.92 7.52 -2.25%
(458) 431}
France 46.50 41.90 4.60 -1.36
(443) (420)
Ireland 55.63 42.44 i3.19 -3.84™**
(4286) (410)
ltaly 50,20 38.46 11.74 -3.60™**
(496} (429}
Luxembourg 61.54 49.77 11.77 -2.41*
(195) (217)
Netherlands 57.88 47.89 4.99 —2.79%*
(368) (403)
Portugal 28.19 21.03 7.16 —2.54*
(486) (447}
United Kingdom 56.83 57.49 0.66 0.22
(593) (534)
Total 49.02 42.93 6.09 647
(5,704} (5,495)

Sample size.
p< .05 tp< 01 *tp < 001,

national samples. Table 8.4 presents the results of two logistic regression
equations. In the first equation we regress country of residence on percep-
tion of children as an obstacle, with Denmark as the omitted reference coun-
try. In the second equation we add all of the personal characteristics of the
respondents.

The results in Table 8.4 suggest that national differences in public opinion
cannot be attributed solely to compositional differences in personal traits
across the national samples. Respondents in Belgium, Greece, and Portugal
are less likely, and respondents in Germany, Luxembourg, and the United
Kingdom are more likely, than Danish respondents to view children as an
obstacle to women’s employment. However, there are no significant differ-
ences in public opinion between respondents in Denmark and those in
France, treland, Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain, after personal traits are

Results

Table 8.4 Logistic Regression Predicting Whether Children
Are an Obstacle to Women's Employment

!

—

(2%}

National context
Belgiums

¥-’ LR _ ALl
Germany? :_?”‘ -ié)‘“
Greece? - 63" A.SB‘**
Spain® 02 .06
France? -08 - 14
Ireland? 12 .I'S
Italy? -.06 —.[');1
Luxembourg? 36 -33“
Netherlands? 26% - 17
Portugal® —.96%* -~-'98“*
United Kingdom? A4 :10"“
Individual demographic characteristics .
Female REI
Child{ren) o
Agf.f . --.(J(']“
Religious R
Professional occupation? Zl il*“
Nonprofessional occupation® —‘U“)
Urban dweller ‘()é
Married/pariner” 03
Previously married® —85
Lower Family Income? l33"*
Middle Family Income iy
Missing Income” iy 3‘“
Attitudinal item o
Mom stay at home 48"
Constlant -15* ot
Mode! chi-square 4'54- e 2 VZ7”"
Correctly classified (%) 5 65 Sote
. 8.22 aig
11,199 11,199

:Compared to respondents in Denmark.
Compared to nonemployed respondents,
“Compared to never-married respondents.
“Compared to respondents with higher family inconies
P05 mp< ol eep s oo, -

taken Into account. Once again, this empirical pattern does not match our
hypothes:zed clusters for national cantext because we expected responder ts
in [.)enmfark/ Belgium, and France to be least likely and responde;rlﬂs in tl1 i
;Jnlted Kingdom, Ireland, Spain, and Greece to be most Jil;el)' to ;/iew ch;l(;
a'rtir:) ashan Qbsfac!e to women’s emplpyme_n[. Our findings suggest that,

ugh national context matters, public opinion is not shaped by national
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policy alone. Consequently, we are unable to sort out the precise empirical
linkages between national context and public opinion.

Analysis of the effects of the individual-level characteristics confirm our
hypothesis that women are more likely than men to perceive children as an
obstacle to women’s employment, net of national context and other personal
traits. When we estimate the statistical model for each separate country (see
Table 8.5), we see that the initial bivariate gender gaps are sustained in the
multivariate analysis; gender significantly affects perceptions in nine out of
twelve member states, even after controlling for the effects of other individ-
ual characteristics. In fact, the multivariate analysis reveals a significant gen-
der gap in France, which was not evident in the initial bivariate analysis. We
also checked for the possibility that gender may interact with country of res-
idence and/or other personal characteristics in the combined cross-national
sample (results not shown). We found no interactive effects by gender; the
empirical model does not differ for women and men. It is also worth point-

ing out that the overall fit of the model is not good in Denmark and Germany
(as indicated by the insignificant chi-square statistics), and thus, we should
interpret the lack of a gender gap in these two countries with caution.

As predicted, we find the belief that mothers should stay home to care for
young children coincides with the perception of children as an obstacle to
women’s employment, net of gender in seven countries: Belgium, Germany,
Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, and the United Kingdom. Despite strong
state support for maternal employment in Belgium and France, traditional
views of motherhood reinforce perceptions of children as an obstacle. Peo-
ple who believe women should care for their children at home also feel that
motherhood conflicts with employment, despite governmental provisions for
parental leave. Apparently, people with traditional attitudes consider child-
care at home by the mother to be the solution to work and family problems.
This finding is insightful because it shows that (a) seemingly traciitional atti-
tudes toward motherhood may be a practical response to the difficulties
posed by juggling employment and childrearing and (b) many individuals
view childcare as an exclusively female concern.

Turning to the other personal traits, we find that the combined model
examining attitudes for all twelve countries shows that age has a negative
effect on perceptions; older respondents are less likely to view children as an
obstacle to women’s employment (Table 8.4). However, this effect is limited
to three (traditional) countries: Greece, Spain, and treland (see Table 8.5). As
stated previously, the limited labor force experience of older cohorts of
women, especially during their earlier years of childrearing, may prevent
older generations from considering children as an obstacle to the working

life of younger women today.
in line with our hypothesis, religiosi
attitudes in the combined cross-nationa

ty has a significant negative effect on
| model, and this relationship is more
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et w1 H .
Individuals not in the labor force serve as the comparison group.
“Individuals i ird i
dividuals in the upper third incorme category serve as the comparison group

b o
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Nonprofessional occupation?
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consistent than age: religious people are less likely to perceive children as
problematic in Greece, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, and
the United Kingdom. Perhaps in these countries the traditional and prona-
talist influence of the church has ied religious individuals to believe that (a)
children are a blessing and have no negative connotations whatsoever, and
(b) childrearing has priority over employment for women. Thus, it may pre-
clude the perception of children as problematic in any way at all for religious
people.

Although employment status is significant in the combined cross-national
equations, it does not appear to have a statistically significant effect in many
of the separate country equations. In the combined cross-national model,
persons employed in professional occupations are more likely than nenem-
ployed individuals to indicate that children complicate women’s employ-
ment life, while individuals employed in nonprofessional occupations are
less likely to do so. However, the effects of professional employment are only
marginally significant in two countries, Spain and Italy, while the negative
effects of nonprofessional employment are significant only in Denmark and
Portugal. And in France, nonprofessional employment has a marginally sig-
nificant positive effect. Likewise, urban residence has no significant effect in
eleven out of the twelve countries. Only in France do urban dwellers differ
from rural residents in their perceptions of children as an obstacle. Moreover,
the direction of this effect contradicts our hypothesis. These patterns suggest
that the effects of employment status and urban residence are more varied
within each country than across countries. Regionalism may be more salient
than nationa! context, especially in the case of Italy with its tremendous eco-

nomic differences between northern and southern regions and in the case of
Germany with its vestiges of preunification differences between East and
West (see Adler & Brayfield, 1996).

Surprisingly, neither marital status nor being a parent relates to percep-
tions of children as an obstacle to women’s employment. This holds true for
both women and men when we test for interactions between gender and
marital status and between gender and parental status (results not shown).
This finding suggests that an individual’s opinion is not necessarily deter-
mined by direct personal experience with marriage or parenthood, but may
be shaped by general impressions gained through indirect observations and
the anticipation of problems. Alternatively, this finding could suggest that, in
some countries at least, individuals with children may not have experienced
any trouble reconciling women’s employment and childrearing activities,
either because of generous state policies or because the women chose not to
combine these activities.

The effects of the categorical family income variable are somewhat incon-
sistent. It appears that persons in the lower- and middle-income groups are
significantly less likely than persons in the highest income group to indicate
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gender differences in these countries may be due to the fact that men are more
sensitive to the idea that children often pose obstacles to women’s labor force
participation. Although future research should explore this possibility, we
suggest that insignificance of gender as a determinant of Danish and German
perceptions should be interpreted with caution because, as we noted earlier,
the empirical model does not successiully predict Danish and German opin-
ions about children.

The majority of respondents in all countries indicate that the mother
should stay at home with her child the first few years, and, after gender, this
variable was the most consistent predictor of attitudes across the twelve sep-
arate country models. individuals with this belief are also more likely to
agree that children pose an obstacle to women’s employment in seven coun-
tries: Belgium, Germany, Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, and the United
Kingdom. Once again, it is difficult to establish clear patterns across coun-
tries. For example, it is not surprising that refatively shorter paid maternity
leave in countries such as Germany, Greece, Ireland, and Belgium (less than
sixteen weeks, see Table 8.1) leads individuals wha believe that mothers
should stay at home to think that children are an obstacle to women’s
employment. At the same time, these same relationships should apply to
individuals in Portugal, but they do hol, mainly because alternative sources
of support are available via family and community networks. These findings
suggest that not only do nalional family and employment policies have com-
plex effects on individual attitudes, but cultural differences in family ideol-
ogy may also play a role in how public opinions are formed.

In short, our research illustrates the complexities involved in attempts to
disentangle the relationships among national context, personal experiences,
and public perceptions. Awareness of these complexities is becoming
increasingly important as researchers approach the daunting task of examin-
ing the processes of policy and attitude formation in a supranational struc-
ture like the European Union. As national political and economic boundaries
are eroding, the question arises whether unique social, cultural, and attitu-
dinal patterns will persist. Future research needs to identify which dimen-
sions of national context, including cultural mandates, may shape public
opinion about women’s employment and the place of children in society. For
example, what are the relationships among fertility rates, childlessness, fam-
ily configurations, governmental expenditures on family benefits, gender
equity policies, economic development, and attitudes toward children?
Future surveys should also untangle the differences in beliefs about what the
consequences of children should be, in terms of women’s priorities, versus
what already exists, especially in terms of inadequate childminding services,
versus future possibilities. The more challenging step, however, is to sort out
the causal mechanisms between macroscopic phenomena and the forma-
tion of individual attitudes.
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