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Abstract: Throughout the industrialized west, working mothers face common struggles to 

balance the demands of caring for their children with their pursuit of paid work. 

However, nations vary widely in their support for these women. This study compares the 

work-family policies in four countries that exemplify each of the western welfare 

regimes: Germany, Sweden, Italy, and the United States. Using 135 in-depth interviews, I 

examine how these policies play out in the daily lives of middle-income working mothers 

in each country. Drawing on theories of gendered governance, I show how policies 

intended to help women balance work and family reflect distinctive cultural ideals of 

motherhood, employment, and gender equality. In countries with policies rooted in strong 

maternalist traditions, like areas of western Germany and Italy, working mothers 

experienced stigma for pursuing careers and substantial work-family conflict. In the 

former East Germany, with its history of mandated full employment, mothers did not face 

stigma for working, but tended to curtail their career ambitions. Working mothers in 

Sweden – renowned for its extensive, gender-equal support system – seemed the most 

contented with their work-family balance. American working mothers received the least 

policy support and experienced the most guilt and strain in my sample. However, in all 
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cases, working mothers felt that they were held to unrealistic standards at home and/or at 

work, suggesting that even the most progressive social policies are not enough. Lessening 

the work-family conflict faced by working mothers will require both cultural changes in 

the definition of motherhood and fatherhood and the structural reorganization of work 

and family. 



 x 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ....................................................................................................... xiv 

List of Figures ........................................................................................................xv 

List of Illustrations ............................................................................................... xvi 

Chapter 1.  Introduction and Research Methods ...............................................1 

Background and Theoretical Framework........................................................3 

Gendered Governance ............................................................................3 

Cross-National Work-Family Policies ...................................................5 

Qualitative Research on Gender, Work, and Family .............................7 

Cases of Study: Germany, Sweden, Italy, and the United States .................10 

Research Methodology .................................................................................20 

In-Depth Interviews .............................................................................20 

Research Sites and Sample ..................................................................25 

Data Collection ....................................................................................31 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................32 

Reflexivity............................................................................................34 

Organization of Manuscript ..........................................................................36 

Chapter 2. Sweden ...............................................................................................38 

Chapter Outline .............................................................................................40 

Sweden’s Work-Family Policy .....................................................................41 

The Hegemony of Working Motherhood .....................................................47 

The Cultural Expectation that Work Makes Way for Family .......................53 

“Good Parenting” and the Discourse of Gender Equality ............................60 

An Equal Gender Division of Labor ....................................................60 

Men’s “Right” to Be Involved Fathers ................................................63 

Feminist Parenting as Good Mothering ...............................................69 

The Discourse that Daycare is Healthy ................................................73 

The Pressure of Intensive Parenting Norms..................................................75 



 xi 

Women’s Suggestions for Improvements to Work-Family Policy ...............80 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................82 

Chapter 3.  Former East Germany ....................................................................85 

Chapter Outline .............................................................................................89 

Former East Germany’s Shifting Work-Family Policy ................................90 

Cultural Acceptance and Policy Supports for Working Motherhood ...........95 

Rhetoric of Satisfaction with Work-Family Policies ...........................99 

Diversity of Mothers’ Work Patterns .................................................103 

Privileging Part-Time Working Motherhood and “Jobs” not “Careers” ....106 

“30 Hours Works Well with Our Family Schedule” .........................106 

“I’ve Never Been an Ambitious Person” ...........................................111 

“I Don’t Like this Discussion About ‘Career’ ...................................113 

“Even Qualified Women Don’t Get a Chance to Rise Up” ...............116 

“Am I Able to?” or “Do I Want to”? .................................................117 

Stigmatizing Mothers with Career Ambitions ............................................118 

Discourse that Mothers Shouldn’t Strive for Successful Careers ......119 

Resisting Stigma and Advocating for Mothers’ Careers ...................121 

Internalizing Discourses of Good Mothering & Feasible Work Schedules

...................................................................................................124 

Persistence of Ideal Worker Norms and Discrimination Against Mothers

...................................................................................................128 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................130 

Chapter 4. Western Germany ...........................................................................133 

Chapter Outline ...........................................................................................138 

Germany’s Work-Family Policy .................................................................139 

“Raven Mother” ..........................................................................................143 

Mothers’ Responses to the Raven Mother Discourse ........................148 

Espousing Raven Mother Discourse .........................................148 

Ambivalence About Being a Working Mother .........................151 

Rejecting the Discourse and Redefining “Good Mothering” ...152 



 xii 

Problems at Home .......................................................................................155 

Boredom and Restlessness .................................................................155 

The Gender Division of Household Labor.........................................158 

Should Policies Incentivize Mothers to Stay at Home? .....................161 

Marginalization at Work .............................................................................163 

Workplace Bias Against Mothers ......................................................163 

Mothers’ Policy Use Can Incite Punishment in the Workplace ........165 

Part-Time and Flexible Schedules = Uncommitted Workers ............167 

Mothers’ Responses to Work-Family Conflict ...........................................169 

Scaling Back on Paid Work ...............................................................170 

Downplaying Their Family Status in the Workplace ........................173 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................175 

Chapter 5. Italy ..................................................................................................179 

Chapter Outline ...........................................................................................182 

Italy’s Work-Family Policy ........................................................................183 

Sources of Italian Mothers’ Work-Family Conflict ....................................188 

Mothers’ Sense of Economic Uncertainty .........................................188 

Anger and Resignation at State Ineptitude .........................................193 

Unreliable Fathers ..............................................................................202 

Ideal Worker Norms ..........................................................................207 

Mothers’ Responses to Work-Family Conflict and the “Broken System” .211 

Working the System ...........................................................................212 

Outsourcing to Grandmothers ............................................................214 

Outsourcing to Housekeepers, Babysitters, and Nannies ..................218 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................225 

Chapter 6. The United States ............................................................................229 

Chapter Outline ...........................................................................................233 

The United States’ Work-Family Policy.....................................................234 

Dominant Discourses About Work and Family ..........................................237 

Self-Blame for Work-Family Conflict ...............................................237 



 xiii 

Rhetoric of Gratitude for Work-Family Supports ..............................240 

Sources of American Mothers’ Work-Family Conflict ..............................244 

Ideal Worker Norms and the Work Devotion Schema ......................245 

Intensive Mothering Norms and the Family Devotion Schema .........248 

The Unequal Division of Household Labor .......................................250 

Weak Public Safety Net .....................................................................253 

No or Short Maternity Leave ....................................................254 

Breastfeeding and Pumping at Work ........................................255 

No or Short Paternity Leave .....................................................259 

Difficulties with Childcare ........................................................260 

Few Options for Flexible Schedules, Reduced Working Hours, or 

Telecommuting ................................................................263 

Few or No Sick Days and Vacation Days .................................264 

Mothers’ Responses to Work-Family Conflict ...........................................266 

Changing Their Work Life.................................................................266 

Creating Their Own Private Safety Net .............................................269 

Changing Their Perspective/Approach to Work-Family Balance .....273 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................279 

Chapter 7.  Conclusion ......................................................................................229 

Appendices ...........................................................................................................298 

Appendix A.  Sample Demographic Information .......................................298 

Appendix B.  Interview Schedule ...............................................................307 

References ............................................................................................................309 



 xiv 

List of Tables 

Table 1. Work-family policy supports ...................................................................19 

Table 2. Snapshot of sample demographic information ........................................30 

Table 3. Mothers’ perceptions of work-family conflict .......................................284 

Table 4. Mothers’ solutions to work-family conflict ...........................................287 



 xv 

List of Figures 

Figure 1. The black box of work-family policy .......................................................7 

Figure 2. Employment rates for mothers ...............................................................14 

Figure 3. Employment rates for partnered and sole mothers .................................14 

Figure 4. Employment rates for mothers by age of youngest child. ......................15 

Figure 5. Patterns of employment in couple households with children .................16 

Figure 6. Gender pay gap by presence of children ................................................17 

Figure 7. Public spending on family benefits ........................................................18 

Figure 8. Timeline of former East Germany welfare state models. .......................92 

Figure 9. Full-time childcare use in East and West Germany. ..............................94 

Figure 10. Berlin respondents’ working hours. ...................................................106 



 xvi 

List of Illustrations 

Illustration 1. Field sites. ........................................................................................26 

Illustration 2. A father grocery shopping. ..............................................................66 

Illustration 3. A father feeding lunch. ....................................................................66 

Illustration 4. A playground with only fathers and their children..........................66 

Illustration 5. A mother on maternity leave with her twins. ..................................71 

Illustration 6. Photo of graffiti art taken on my first day in Stockholm.................82 

Illustration 7. A father and his son having a snack. .............................................104 

Illustration 8. A mother comforting her infant.....................................................104 

Illustration 9. A father entertaining his baby outside a shop. ..............................104 

Illustration 10. Children play with bubbles in a public square. ...........................104 

Illustration 11: Mothers and fathers play in the sand with children. ...................125 

Illustration 12: Children roam the playground.....................................................125 

Illustration 13: Snack time with a father. .............................................................126 

Illustration 14. A park full of mothers with their children. ..................................159 

Illustration 15. Anna shows me her dolls.............................................................180 

Illustration 16. Anna’s bedroom. .........................................................................180 

Illustration 17. Anna’s post-dinner fashion show. ...............................................180 

Illustration 18. Elena and Anna during the fashion show. ...................................180 

Illustration 19. A swing set with no swings. ........................................................199 

Illustration 20. A father out with two children on a sunny day. ..........................203 

Illustration 21. A father with his infant. ...............................................................203 

Illustration 22. A father and child on the bus.......................................................203 

Illustration 23. Fathers in a café with their children. ...........................................203 



 xvii 

Illustration 24. Luciana’s children’s drawings of their family. ...........................205 

Illustration 25. The lactation space. .....................................................................257 

Illustration 26. The fridge for breastmilk. ............................................................257 

Illustration 27. A group of toddlers out for a walk with their caregivers. ...........262 

 



 1 

Chapter 1.  Introduction and Research Methods 

 

As I was writing this dissertation, The New York Times published an article titled 

“Stressed, Tired, Rushed: A Portrait of the Modern Family” as part of its long running 

series on work-life balance (Miller 2015). It cited statistics from a Pew Research Center 

survey that many sociologists know well:  

Children today are much more likely than not to grow up in a household in which 

their parents work… [I]n nearly half of all two-parent families today, both parents 

work full time, a sharp increase from previous decades. What hasn’t changed: the 

difficulty of balancing it all. Working parents say they feel stressed, tired, rushed 

and short on quality time with their children, friends, partners or hobbies. … 

[W]omen still do the majority of the child care and housework… even when both 

parents work full time. 

The article profiles two couples and ends by saying that “the one policy that would 

greatly help families like theirs would be paid family leave — particularly paternity 

leave. Mr. O’Malley was able to take a month off, and [his wife] said: “I honestly think 

that was the biggest gift I’ve ever had, just having him home.” The wife’s expectations 

profiled here signal that one month of paid paternity leave was, to her, the best-case 

scenario: what this American working mother was able to envision when it came to work-

family supports. The article quotes Mary Blair-Loy, a leading sociologist on this topic, 

who states: “This is not an individual problem, it is a social problem. This is creating a 

stress for working parents that is affecting life at home and for children, and we need a 

societal-wide response.”  
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My dissertation examines the experiences of working mothers in countries that 

have offered very different society-wide responses to the problem of work-family conflict 

and gender inequality. I focus specifically on different work-family policy solutions. 

These include paid parental leave, affordable universal childcare and healthcare, part-

time and flexible work schedules, vacation and sick day provisions, and cash allowances 

to parents, among others.  

Most analysts agree that America’s public policy is more hostile to working 

mothers than any other country’s policy in the developed world (Gornick and Meyers 

2003; Glass 2009; Williams 2010). Of all industrialized nations, it has the least generous 

benefits and the highest wage gap between employed men and women (Gornick and 

Meyers 2003). U.S. scholars often point to Europe as a “gender-equality Nirvana” (Wolf 

2012), and frequently draw policy “lessons from abroad” to try and improve women’s 

status here (Hegewisch and Gornick 2011:133). This dissertation investigates how the 

experiences of working mothers in Europe compare to similar women in the US. I answer 

three questions:   

1. How do working mothers in Europe and the U.S. perceive and experience their 

work-family balance in light of the policies available to them?   

2. How do the social contexts of different countries influence the way work-family 

policies shape expectations and play out on the ground in working mothers’ daily 

lives?  

3. Could European-style benefits resolve the work-family conflict experienced by 

working mothers in the U.S.?  

To answer these questions, I conducted in-depth interviews and field observations with 

135 middle-income working mothers from 2011 to 2015 in Germany, Sweden, Italy, and 
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the United States. This is the first study to compare work-family policies cross-nationally 

from the perspective of mothers themselves.   

Below, I review the three bodies of literature that frame this research: (1) feminist 

theory and findings about the gendered nature of contemporary governance, (2) cross-

national work-family policy research, and (3) qualitative scholarship on gender, work, 

and family. I then discuss my case studies and explain my research methods. 

 

BACKGROUND AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Gendered Governance 

Feminist scholars have theorized extensively about the gendered nature of 

contemporary governance (see Brush 2003 for a review). These theories draw upon 

Foucauldian notions of governmentality to understand how states produce gendered 

subjects by the way they distribute responsibilities, entitlements, and protections to 

women and men (Haney 2010; Hobson 1990; Orloff 1993). By implementing different 

work-family policies, states reflect and reinforce gender ideologies that are bound up in a 

state’s specific history and culture (Lewis 1993, 2009; Misra, Budig, and Moller 2007). 

These decisions are indicative of a state’s “gender regime” (Connell 2002) – normative 

beliefs about masculinity and femininity that reflect what is right and proper for women 

and men when it comes to paid work and unpaid caregiving (Sainsbury 1997). In this 

way, work-family policies shape the way women and men act and are expected to act, 

thus teaching citizens to govern themselves.  

Bourdieu’s work on habitus and field also has relevant implications for feminist 

theories of gender inequality (McNay 1999). He suggests that macro-level social 
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inequalities become established through the subtle inculcation of power relations into 

individuals’ habitus – their “durable, transposable dispositions [that] functions at every 

moment as a matrix of perceptions, appreciations, and actions” (1987:82-3). This habitus 

“enables the institution to attain their full realization” as natural and self-evident (1990, 

57). I theorize work-family policies as gendered techniques by the state to inculcate in 

working mothers a habitus particular to their social circumstances or field that serves a 

political end (e.g. increasing labor supply, increasing fertility). 

Given the state’s role in shaping gender relations, some scholars suggest that 

western welfare states are capable of generating “woman friendly” policies (Hernes 

1987) that reduce gender inequalities, especially by increasing women’s labor force 

participation (Hobson 1990; Leira 1992; Lewis 1993; Orloff 1993, 2009a; Sainsbury 

1997). At the same time, others argue that unintended consequences of these policies may 

create substantial tradeoffs in reducing inequality – referred to as “welfare paradoxes” 

(Mandel and Semyonov 2005, 2006) – that simply shuffle improvement and disadvantage 

around among citizens (Cooke 2011).  

Work-family policies contain different assumptions about women’s place in 

society, and can aid or impede the larger project of gender equality depending on the 

context in which they are enacted, the cultural attitudes surrounding women’s 

employment, and the constellation of policies available in a given country (Budig, Misra, 

and Boeckmann 2012; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Hegewisch and Gornick 2011; Misra, 

Budig, and Boeckmann 2011; Misra, Budig, and Moller 2007; Pettit and Hook 2009; 

Sainsbury 1997). Different policies thus tend to serve different purposes: subsidized 

childcare, for example, serves to encourage women’s labor force participation, while 

lengthy maternity leaves and sizeable cash allowances encourage mothers to commit 
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themselves primarily to the domestic sphere while raising young children (Gornick and 

Meyers 2003; Pettit and Hook 2009). 

By exploring women’s experiences with work-family policy in four countries that 

represent ideal-typical approaches to welfare provision in the industrialized west, this 

study adds to our understandings of gendered strategies of state governance and the 

relationship between the state and gender inequality. How women perceive, use, and 

resist the policies available to them can illuminate how states define and enforce 

ideologies about women’s proper place at home and in the labor market.   

 

Cross-National Work-Family Policies 

The past decade has seen a surge of demographic research on cross-national 

work-family policy as countries work to improve their fertility rates and women’s labor 

force participation (for a review see Hegewisch and Gornick 2011). Scholars suggest that 

work-family policy both helps and hinders women’s work-family balance. On the one 

hand, policies like flex time, telecommuting, and reduced hours enhance mothers’ 

engagement in paid work by giving them less incentive to leave work altogether. This 

labor force continuity is vital because it prevents a “downward spiral” that happens when 

women leave work due to family obligations (Glass and Riley 1998:1426). Publicly 

funded or subsidized childcare, paid leave for parents of sick children, part-time work 

with full benefits, and paid maternity leave make it easier for women to stay employed in 

many countries (Glass and Riley 1998; Mandel and Semyonov 2005; Meyersson 

Milgrom and Petersen 2006; Rosenfeld and Kalleberg 1990).  

Unfortunately, however, many of these same European policies “threaten to 

recreate earlier forms of gender inequality in a new form” (Jacobs and Gerson 2004:111). 
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When women take advantage of policies such as reduced hours and lengthy maternity 

leave, they are likely to increase their share of cleaning, cooking, laundry, and childcare 

in the home (Bergmann 2008). Work-family policy use in European countries also may 

result in less accrued employment experience, fewer working hours, discontinuities in 

career trajectories, and reduced wages, all of which can damage women’s lifetime 

earnings and occupational attainment compared to men (Meyersson Milgrom and 

Petersen 2006; Misra, Budig, and Boeckmann 2010; Pettit and Hook 2009).  

In a review of research on work-family policy’s impact on women in industrially 

advanced nations, Hegewisch and Gornick (2011) find that the vast majority of studies 

have focused on 1) women’s labor force participation rates, 2) women’s earnings and the 

gender wage gap, and 3) differences among women with regard to policy take-up. 

Demographic research in 20 western countries demonstrates that women who use 

accommodations like maternity leave are sometimes viewed as less invested in their jobs, 

and supervisors may be less willing to hire or promote them for positions that require 

extensive training or qualification periods, or for high-status and managerial jobs 

(Mandel and Semyonov 2005). This in turn means that women are less able to compete 

with men for these high-paying positions (Mandel and Semyonov 2005).  

Similarly, in a study of 21 industrialized countries, Pettit and Hook (2009) find 

that part-time work can reduce career mobility. Other family-friendly policies like flex-

hours and home office accommodations mean that women put in less “face-time” in the 

workplace, and tend to be considered on “the mommy track” (Lewin 1989), which is 

problematic in working environments that seek “ideal workers” who are fully devoted 

and committed to the job (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Briscoe and 

Kellogg 2011). These policies may thus be a double-edged sword, depending on the 

context in which they are enacted and used by working mothers.  
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These international comparisons of work-family policies have given us a good 

understanding of the various policy structures as well as their outcomes (e.g. Budig, 

Misra, and Boeckmann 2012; Charles and Grusky 2004; Gornick and Meyers 2003; 

Hegewisch and Gornick 2011; Korpi, Ferrarini, and Englund 2013; Mandel and 

Semyonov 2005, 2006; Meyersson Milgrom and Petersen 2006; Pettit and Hook 2009; 

Rosenfeld and Kalleberg 1990; Stier, Lewin-Epstein, and Braun 2001). However, this 

research is almost all survey- or census-based: it lacks the voices of working mothers, 

which means we are missing a crucial piece of the puzzle – we need an understanding of 

how policies are translated on the ground (see Figure 1). I examine how working mothers 

structure their own lives in light of what they perceive are their options, and how these 

policies function as both constraints and opportunities.  

 

 

Figure 1. The black box of work-family policy. 

 

Qualitative Research on Gender, Work, and Family 

Finally, a rich body of qualitative research in the U.S. has documented the 

untenable bind that working mothers feel today (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 2003; Damaske 

2011a, 2011b; Gerson 1985; Hays 1996; Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Hochschild 1989, 

1997; Lareau 2011; Stone 2007; Williams 2000, 2010). Hegemonic ideologies about 

motherhood draw on “cultural schemas” – the shared cultural models through which we 

see, understand, and evaluate our social reality – that both constrain and enable women’s 

decisions and actions (Blair-Loy 2003). Mothers in western countries today face cultural 

Policy structures Policy outcomes 
Working mothers’ 

lived experiences 
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pressure to perform “intensive mothering” (Hays 1996) – a model that privileges white, 

middle-class, heterosexual couples with children (Blair-Loy 2003). This model, also 

referred to as the “family devotion schema” (Blair-Loy 2003), “concerted cultivation” 

(Lareau 2011), or the “cult of domesticity” (Williams 2000), suggests that motherhood 

and marriage should be women’s primary, all-absorbing commitment. This cultural ideal 

stipulates that women find meaning, creativity, and fulfillment in caring for a husband 

and children who are fragile and in need of a mother’s loving care (Hays 1996). Fathers 

are thought to lack the nurturing skills necessary to adequately care for a child (Williams 

2010). 

The family devotion model competes with a second, equally persistent schema in 

western countries: that of work devotion (Blair-Loy 2003). Also called the “ideal worker” 

model (Acker 1990; Williams 2000), this schema suggests that employees’ primary 

emotional allegiance and time commitment should be to their jobs, for which they are 

rewarded with independence, status, and gratification. This dominant cultural and 

structural force pervades modern western workplaces, working systematically to 

advantage men workers and constrain women workers (Blair-Loy 2003; Gerson 1985; 

Stone 2007; Williams 2000, 2010). 

Mothers are also expected to be ideal workers even if they are by definition 

unable to fully achieve it (Acker 1990; Stone 2007). Webber and Williams (2008:771), 

for example, found that even part-time working mothers, who are sometimes posited as 

“mavericks” aiming to blend these competing cultural models (Blair-Loy 2003), did not 

challenge this norm. These mothers were grateful for the chance to work reduced hours 

even if their resulting job penalties were the cost of good mothering. Hochschild (1997) 

found that mothers often work long hours because they felt more valued and useful at 

work rather than at home – thereby adding a “third shift” to their work day when faced 
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with an unhappy partner and children who want more time with them. Stone’s (2007) 

study of the “opt out revolution” amongst elite, well-educated mothers demonstrated that 

the immense cultural pressures for mothers to enact an ideal worker role were so great 

and so deeply entrenched that women were leaving successful careers in droves and 

blaming themselves rather than their employers for their seeming inability to adequately 

manage their work and family commitments. Stone’s research debunked the myth that 

women “choose” to leave their jobs – she argues that they are actually pushed out of the 

workplace as a result of inflexible policies, institutional barriers, and a system that 

punishes rather than rewards women for trying to balance their work and home lives.  

In the face of these two powerful cultural schemas, motherhood and employment 

are considered mutually exclusive by both employers and women themselves (Blair-Loy 

2003). Women who work for pay outside the home while raising children experience 

“competing devotions” (Blair-Loy 2003). On the one hand, women who are committed to 

their careers and take too much time away for their family are thought to violate the work 

devotion schema, while those who avoid or delegate their familial commitments violate 

the family devotion schema. This untenable bind is the origin of work-family conflict for 

mothers.  

Blair-Loy (2003) argues that although work-family conflict may appear to be a 

personal or individual dilemma for women, it is in fact bound up in powerful moral and 

cultural understandings of what it means to be a good worker and a good mother, and 

ultimately what makes life worthwhile. This clash of normative decisions takes a 

powerful toll on mothers – it shapes the gender division of labor at home, work 

scheduling, corporate ideologies, and promotion patterns and evaluation standards at 

work (Blair-Loy 2003). Regardless of social class, women respond to cultural pressure to 
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be selfless mothers by emphasizing their families’ needs as the reason for their work 

choices (Damaske 2011b).  

This body of literature has focused centrally on women’s voices to portray the 

difficulties that working mothers face in their daily lives. However, these qualitative 

studies have been situated in country-specific settings. My study focuses on working 

mothers' perspectives in a cross-national context to examine how these cultural schemas 

of the ideal worker and intensive mothering play out in countries with very different 

policy landscapes. My dissertation extends the research on gender equality and work-

family policy by investigating how the experiences of working mothers vary significantly 

depending on context. I show how the work-family conflict described in the U.S. 

literature is mitigated – or not – in countries with policies that reflect different notions of 

ideal workers and good mothers.  

 

CASES OF STUDY: GERMANY, SWEDEN, ITALY, AND THE UNITED STATES 

 

All western capitalist countries are facing the collision between new social and 

economic realities and traditional conceptions of gender relations in work and family life 

(Gornick and Meyers 2003). The conventional breadwinner/homemaker model is now 

largely outdated, given that two-thirds of all mothers work for pay outside the home in 

the industrialized west today (OECD 2015a). Different welfare states have responded 

with varying social and labor market policies to reconcile the modern puzzle of how to 

divide the responsibility for economic production and the social reproduction of 

childrearing. Each arrangement creates a very different picture for mothers who work for 

pay while raising children.  
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My cases of study are countries commonly used to exemplify the primary types of 

welfare state regimes in the western industrial world: Germany (conservative), Sweden 

(social-democratic), Italy (familialist), and the United States (liberal) (Bonoli 1997; 

Esping-Andersen 1990; Siaroff 1994). Social policy theorists offer various conceptual 

frameworks to allow for strategic comparisons of various welfare regimes. I selected my 

field sites following the most widely used typology developed by leading welfare state 

scholar Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990) and contested and refined at length by feminist 

sociologists over the past two decades (see Lewis 1993; Orloff 1993; Sainsbury 1997). 

According to this typology, western industrial countries generally fall into four categories 

according to shared principles of social welfare entitlement and relatively homogenous 

outcomes (Gornick and Meyers 2003). In this study, I differentiate between Germany as a 

conservative welfare regime, and what I call the hybrid welfare regime of former East 

Germany because it is difficult to place in existing categories given its unique history. A 

comparison of former East and West Germany is useful to scholars interested in welfare 

states and gender inequality because reunification implied the uniting of two different 

gender regimes – the male breadwinner and dual-earner models (Gangl and Ziefle 2015).  

 First, social-democratic welfare states including Sweden, Denmark, Norway, and 

Finland are defined by the state taking full responsibility for citizen welfare regardless of 

fluctuations in the market or in citizens’ market activity. These welfare states provide 

universal benefits and actively override market principles to intervene on the behalf of 

citizens to promote equality. These measures buffer people from market uncertainties and 

weaken the link between the market and life chances. 

Second, in a welfare state that was socialist for several decades and mandated full 

employment, but was required to adopt a conservative model, as in former East Germany 

after reunification, a hybrid regime emerged. The welfare framework in former East 
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Germany formally matches that of the conservative welfare regime, but it tends to have 

better provisions for workers and families because it maintains the cultural legacy and 

many of the social institutions supporting dual-earner families that existed under the 

GDR, such as extensive housing developments and universal daycare for children of all 

ages. 

Third, conservative welfare states (seen in continental European countries like 

Germany, Austria, and France) believe the state, businesses, and other institutions all 

share the responsibility for citizen welfare. While they believe in the predominance of the 

market, they intervene to an extent on the behalf of citizens to shield them from some of 

the harmful aspects of overreliance on the market. There is a strong link between work 

position or family position and social entitlements. 

 Fourth, familialist welfare states like Italy, Spain, and Greece exhibit relatively 

little state intervention in the welfare sphere. These states rely heavily on the informal 

market, particularly the extended family, to ensure citizens’ wellbeing. Social protection 

systems are highly fragmented and there is no specified net of minimum social 

protection, although some benefits levels are quite generous (e.g. old age pensions). 

Fifth, liberal welfare states such as the U.S., Britain, Canada, and Australia 

organize social benefits to reflect and preserve the primacy of the market for ensuring 

citizens’ wellbeing. Most entitlements are determined by need, and are awarded only 

when the market fails. The provision of social support for families is privatized, and all 

adults are meant to participate fully in the market. 

The policies offered in different welfare regimes are highly contested and 

changing rapidly (Lewis 2009). The EU has a goal of long-term integration and 

reconciliation of the diverse policy regimes across the member states. I examine how the 

different welfare regimes, through their work-family policy, promote different meanings 
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of working motherhood. In-depth interviews illuminate how working mothers are 

interpellated into these systems of meaning: mothers understand their experiences of 

work-family conflict in and through their country’s welfare state discourses. These 

different meanings set limits on the policy reconciliation and integration currently sought 

by the EU.   

Here, I give a brief overview of maternal employment rates depending on a 

number of family characteristics across the four countries (Figures 2-4), household 

employment patterns and the gender wage gap for women with and without children 

(Figures 5-6), public spending on families (Figure 7), and the work-family policies 

available to mothers (Table 1). These statistics, derived from the OECD databases 

(http://www.oecd.org), help paint a picture of the macro-level trends that define the 

micro-level experiences of the working mothers I interviewed. Note that in the statistics 

presented here, data for Germany represent both former East and West Germany folded 

together. OECD data are unavailable for each region separately. However, patterns are 

quite distinct for mothers in each region – for instance, in former East Germany, maternal 

labor force participation rates are higher, mothers tend to return to work more quickly 

after leave, and the gender wage gap is smaller (Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Schober and 

Spiess 2015).  

Figure 2 shows that employment rates for mothers differ substantially: as of 2013, 

83% of mothers were employed in Sweden, compared to 69% in Germany, 55% in Italy, 

and 65% in the United States.  

 

http://www.oecd.org/
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Figure 2. Employment rates for mothers (ages 15-64), 2013 (Source: OECD 2015. 

http://www.oecd.org/els/family/LMF_1_2_Maternal_Employment.pdf). 

 

Figure 3. Employment rates for partnered and sole mothers (ages 15-64), 2013. (Source: 

OECD 2015. http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/LMF_1_3_Maternal_employment_by 

_partnership_ status.pdf). 

 Rates of mothers’ labor force participation also tend to vary to depending on their 

partnership status (see Figure 3). Sole mothers’ employment rates are several points 

lower in Sweden and Germany than partnered mothers (10.2 and 2.7 percentage points 
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lower, respectively), while they are higher in Italy and the U.S. (11.4 and 0.8 percentage 

points higher).  

Maternal employment rates also differ in these four countries depending on the 

age of mothers’ children (see Figure 4). American and German mothers’ employment 

tend to be impacted the most by their children’s ages, with the range of employment rates 

spanning roughly 20% in these countries compared to less than 10% in Sweden and Italy. 

Employment rates are much lower for American and German mothers whose youngest 

child is age three or below, with only slightly more than half of mothers employed then.  

 

 

Figure 4. Employment rates for mothers by age of youngest child, 2011 (Source, OECD 

2014. http://www.oecd.org/els/family/LMF1_2_Maternal_ Employment 

_Sep2014.pdf). 

For mothers living with partners, the patterns of employment in their households 

also differ from country to country. Figure 5 demonstrates that full-time dual earner 

households are much more prevalent in Sweden (45.6%) than in Italy (29.4%) or 
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patterns for my partnered respondents mimic these national trends (see Table 1 later in 

the chapter) – far more German mothers worked part-time than anywhere else. 

 

 

Figure 5. Patterns of employment in couple households with children, 2013. (Source: 

OECD 2015. http://www.oecd.org/els/family/LMF-2-2-Distribution-working-hours-

couple-households.pdf). 

Note: The U.S. Current Population Survey on which the American data are based makes 

no distinction between full-time and part-time work, so the proportions here represent 

both types of work.  

 

The gender wage gap is much wider for mothers than for childless women in 

Sweden, Germany, and Italy. The pay gap for women without children in these countries 

ranges from 2 to 13%, whereas the pay gap for mothers is 21 to 25%, indicating a large 

wage penalty for motherhood. Italy has virtually no motherhood penalty, and also 

exhibits less occupational segregation and glass ceiling effects because women with 

lower earnings are more likely to leave the labor market than in many other OECD 

countries (OECD 2012).  
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Figure 6. Gender pay gap by presence of children (women ages 25-44), 2012. (Source: 

OECD 2012. http://www.oecd.org/newsroom/lackofsupportformotherhoodhurting 

womenscareerprospectsdespitegainsineducationandemploymentsaysoecd.htm; 

http://www. activecharts.org/share/ 58860e383bd40245e2dd3c714910916f). 

With regard to family supports, Figure 7 demonstrates that public spending on 

family benefits differs drastically between the four countries. Sweden spends more than 

three times than the United States on family benefits, with Germany and Italy falling in 

between. Sweden spends 3.63% of its GDP on family benefits compared to 3.05% in 

Germany, 2.02% in Italy, and 1.19% in the United States. The types of benefits also 

differ: for instance, as a defamilialized welfare state, Sweden gives no tax breaks to 

families (instead prioritizing services and cash benefits), whereas the three other 

countries do provide family tax breaks. Germany and Italy are relatively evenly divided 

in the sorts of benefits they provide, while the U.S. gives very little to families in the way 

of cash benefits.  
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Figure 7. Public spending on family benefits in tax measures, services, and cash, in % of 

GDP, 2011 (Source: Social Expenditure Database preliminary data, 2014. 

http://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm).   

Note: Public support accounted here only concerns public support that is exclusively for 

families (e.g. child payment and allowances, parental leave benefits and childcare 

support).  

 

 Finally, Table 1 outlines the work-family policy supports available in Sweden, 

Germany, Italy, and the United States. The U.S. stands out from the European countries 

for its lack of policies. It offers no paid leave for mothers or fathers following the birth of 

a child, while the European countries provide between 14 weeks (Germany) and 22.7 

weeks (Italy) of paid leave specifically for mothers. Italy has only one paid day of leave 

earmarked specifically for fathers, while Germany has 8.7 weeks and Sweden has 10 

weeks, referred to colloquially as “daddy leave” in the latter two countries. Fathers in 

these three countries may also split the available parental leave with mothers. The total 

duration of paid leave available to mothers following childbirth ranges from 47.7 weeks 

in Italy to 60 weeks in Sweden currently.  

0.87
0.52 0.47

2.14
0.97

0.76 0.63

1.49

1.21

0.74

0.09

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

Sweden Germany Italy U.S.A.

%
 o

f 
G

D
P

Tax breaks towards families Services Cash

http://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm


 19 

The three European countries offer public subsidized childcare and healthcare 

while the United States does not. Germany, Sweden, and Italy all mandate paid sick days 

off from work and paid vacation days ranging from a minimum of 20-25 days annually. 

The U.S. guarantees no paid sick or vacation days. Germany and Italy both mandate 10 

paid holidays per year, while Sweden and the United States do not. 

 

 Paid Leave 
Public  

Subsidized Services 

Legally Mandated  

Paid Time Off from Work 

 

Maternity 

leave 

(# weeks) 

Paternity 

leave  

(# weeks) 

Total 

leave after 

childbirth 

(# weeks) 

Childcare Healthcare 
Sick  

days 

Vacation 

days 
Holidays 

Sweden 15.5 10 60 Yes Yes Yes 25 0 

Germany 14 8.7 58 Yes Yes Yes 20 10 

Italy 22.7 .2 47.7 Yes Yes Yes 20 10 

U.S.A. 0 0 0 No No No 0 0 

Table 1. Work-family policy supports, 2014-2015 (Source data drawn from OECD: 

http://www.oecd.org; http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_ 

systems.pdf). 

These demographic data provide useful snapshots about working mothers in the 

four countries: mothers are employed at the greatest rates in Sweden, followed by 

Germany, the U.S., and Italy. German mothers tend to work part-time, while mothers in 

Italy, Sweden, and the U.S. tend to work full-time. Single mothers tend to work at 

slightly lower rates than partnered mothers in Germany and Sweden compared to Italy 

and the U.S, where they do not. Mothers have far more policy supports in Europe than do 

mothers in the United States. European countries also spend more to support families.  

However, interpreting these statistics requires an understanding of what these 

trends mean for working mothers on the ground in their daily lives. Speaking to mothers 

themselves leads to insights we cannot glean from statistics alone. Are high rates of 

http://www.oecd.org/
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/PF2_1_Parental_leave_systems.pdf
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mothers’ labor force participation associated with increased or decreased work-family 

conflict? Does public childcare denote more or less gender equality in the eyes of 

working mothers? Is part-time work considered more stressful or beneficial than full-time 

work to mothers? Cross-national work-family policy and gender/welfare state research 

are at an impasse until we understand mothers’ perceptions. My dissertation helps shed 

light on the “black box” of work-family policy that I mentioned previously. This study 

explains how working mothers in four countries perceive and experience their work-

family balance given the policies available to them, and contextualize their day-to-day 

experiences in the varying social contexts in which mothers reside.  

I now turn to describing the research methods I used to examine the daily lived 

experiences of working mothers in Germany, Sweden, Italy, and the United States. I first 

discuss the utility of in-depth interviews, explaining the sorts of data I obtained with this 

method. I then describe my research sites and sample, as well as my data collection and 

analysis procedures. I end this chapter with a discussion of my own positionality with 

regard to this study and describe the organization of the manuscript. 

 

      

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

In-Depth Interviews 

In-depth interviews are an ideal method to understand women’s daily lived 

experiences under different work-family policy regimes. With this method, I uncover the 

cultural frames that working mothers use to make sense of their efforts to balance their 

home and work responsibilities, as well as their own perceptions of the work-family 

policies available to them. I am interested in what these women say, and what that tells us 
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about what they imagine and perceive about their experiences, rather than what they do 

objectively as a matter of daily practice. In-depth interviews allow me to bring individual 

agency to scholarly conversations of work-family policy in western countries, and to 

understand the interplay between the two. Women’s perspectives should be central to any 

feminist endeavors to craft, advocate for (or against), and implement work-family policy 

as a force for social change. 

In-depth interviews allow researchers crucial access to different levels of 

information about people’s beliefs, motivation, meanings, feelings, and practices – 

information that cannot be gleaned via other methods of data collection. In particular, 

Allison Pugh (2013) argues that four levels of information can be accessed from an in-

depth interview:  the honorable, the schematic, the visceral, and the meta-feelings. These 

four levels are evident in my research. First, “honorable” information is provided 

conscientiously by respondents that presents them in the most favorable light. These data 

give the researcher a sense for what the respondent considers admirable behavior. In my 

study, respondents highlighted the ways their attitudes and behaviors align with dominant 

cultural ideals. For example, a western German mother Kelsey who works part-time 

explained that one cannot be a successful mother if she is career-driven and works long 

hours, thereby aligning her behavior with German ideologies about good mothering by 

putting her child before her job ambitions.  

Second, “schematic” information is gleaned when participants use jokes, turns of 

phrase, and metaphors to convey the frameworks they use to view their social world. This 

information may or may not be “honorable,” and can operate on a semi-conscious level 

for a person, sometimes contradicting an explicit statement made previously. A 

researcher can access these frameworks by analyzing the way people give this 

information, and not simply accepting it at face value – for example, by recognizing how 
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people bend language to more richly convey their point. Asking for concrete examples is 

one tactic researchers use to learn not about the specific “facts” of a story, but about the 

frames through which the respondent sees his or her world. I found that the analogies, 

jokes, slang, anecdotes, and sometimes creative translations respondents used were at 

times more revealing about their frameworks than their direct responses to questions. One 

American respondent Chelsea joked that she was “leaning out” from her prestigious role 

in sales management; yet she also explained that she worked nonstop right up until 

childbirth, working on her smartphone from the hospital bed while going into labor. She 

had a special name for the practice of constantly blending her work and family life: “We 

always talk about ‘the swirl.' That's what we call it. Like when you're a working mom, 

there is no hard line between work and home.” Chelsea’s phrase “the swirl” speaks 

multitudes about how she views her work-life balance. 

 Third, “visceral” information such as verbal missteps, facial expressions, sighs, 

pauses, laughter, and halting syntax allow researchers to understand the emotional 

frameworks of desire, morality, and expectations that shape people’s actions and 

reactions. In this research, being attentive to these forms of communication helped me 

understand working mothers’ emotional responses both to my questions and their 

answers, in addition to their actual words. For example, I noted women’s pauses, 

chuckles, sighs, crying, and raised eyebrows when I asked about experiences with their 

supervisors, colleagues, partners, and relatives in order to gain insight into their feelings 

about these interactions. The emotional tenor and intensity of the interviews varied 

widely: in Sweden, mothers tended to be calm and reflective, getting more animated as 

they talked about what they still wanted to see changed in the country’s policies. 

American mothers, on the other hand, seemed drained, rubbing their furrowed eyebrows 

or temples, eyes cast down at times. Women in all countries (except Sweden) cried often 
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during our interviews, mostly in response to one particular question: “How would you 

define what it is to be a good mother?” I hadn’t anticipated this response before I began 

my fieldwork. But the power of in-depth interviews was laid bare in these instances: they 

reveal the emotional impact of cultural ideologies about motherhood, and what is at stake 

in the debates over work-family policy. When women explained to me, in tears, that they 

felt they were failing their children, it became all the more obvious to me that work-

family balance is not simply an object of academic inquiry. 

 Fourth, “meta feelings” are people’s feelings about how they feel. This 

information captures the distance between how respondents feel and what they think they 

should feel. This level of information is an emotional expression of a person’s relative 

ease with the dominant discourses around him or her. In my study, this type of data 

teaches us about the cultural frames working mothers have internalized about their work 

and family responsibilities that render some emotions “more acceptable, expected, or 

celebrated than other emotions” (Pugh 2013:52). Samantha, an American mother, told me 

she was raised to believe she could “have it all,” and she had worked hard to achieve this 

goal; yet she burst into tears during our interview in describing her own sense of guilt for 

not being able to attain this cultural ideal. She apologized for crying. Samantha was mad 

at herself for not being able to live up to a vision of motherhood that marries high-flying 

career success with involved parenting.  

Each type of information teaches us something different and important about a 

person’s feelings, actions, and experiences. Pugh suggests that a researcher’s ability to 

access all four types of information requires skill, training, and experience. In this way, 

the researcher is less like a sketch artist trying to render an exact likeness, and more like a 

detective trained at making sense of the rich and often contradictory, paradoxical 

explanations given by subjects. I take Pugh’s approach in my study, using working 
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mothers’ accounts as tools to uncover the emotional landscapes they inhabit and the 

broader social dimensions of their individual experiences.  

I also took detailed field notes following each interview about respondents’ 

mannerisms, demeanor, nonverbal cues, and other notable responses to my questions. 

Transcriptions of the interview included notations of their laughter, crying, pauses, 

haltering sentences, and other descriptors. During the data analysis, I coded for these four 

levels of information in addition to women’s stated answers. I am attentive to how my 

participants’ phrasing, tone, manner of speech, and non-verbal cues together paint a rich 

picture of their lived reality that helps extend and complicate the information researchers 

can access with other tools like surveys. 

One simple example of the importance of both accessing and analyzing these four 

levels of information is the case of a western German respondent, Edith, whom I 

interviewed in summer 2011 and mentioned above. Edith was generally soft-spoken and 

mild-mannered throughout our meeting. But she broke into abrupt, somewhat loud 

laughter after I asked her halfway through the interview: “How do you and your husband 

divide up responsibilities around the house, like the cooking and laundry?” She tilted her 

head back, laughed, and then looked at me, shaking her head side to side and smiling 

with a slight grimace. “The division? … That’s easy. I do 100 percent and he does zero.” 

She paused for a moment, and continued, “But that’s just how it is, isn’t it?” Edith had a 

master’s degree in civil engineering, but was working in a part-time, flexible job far 

below her skill set as a university administrator in order to take care of her two small 

children while her husband worked long hours as a judge.  

This short excerpt reveals volumes about Edith’s circumstances. Her sarcasm, 

laughter, pauses, facial expressions, body language, and eye contact all help me 

understand her displeasure at her family’s division of labor and perhaps the cultural 
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frame that suggests this arrangement is normal and desirable. While Edith may be able to 

answer “very low” on a Likert scale-type question about her level of satisfaction with her 

family’s division of labor, this short in-depth interview excerpt paints a richer, more 

nuanced portrait of Edith’s work and family life in western Germany. 

In-depth interviews are ideal at demonstrating the social embeddedness of an 

individual actor. They enable researchers to analyze the interaction between culture, 

emotions, and experiences. In this study, I use in-depth interviews to reveal how working 

mothers’ interests and value systems differ given the work-family policies available in 

their respective countries.  

 

Research Sites and Sample 

This study employs a multi-sited research design to examine mothers’ experiences 

balancing work and family in four welfare states with varying cultural, political, and 

economic contexts. The core of my analysis relies on in-depth qualitative interviews with 

a sample of 135 women in five contexts. I focus specifically on mothers because in all 

industrialized nations: a) they have historically been the targets of work-family policies; 

b) they are still responsible for most housework and childcare; c) they report greater 

work-family conflict than men; and d) they use work-family policies more often than 

men (Blair-Loy and Wharton 2002; Dilworth 2004; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Hill 2005; 

Hook 2006; Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Lewis 2009). 

I conducted fieldwork in six stages from 2011 to 2015 (see Illustration 1). I spent several 

months in each European field site. I spent less time in my U.S. field site (several weeks) 

because I was able to rely on my broader social networks to arrange interviews ahead of 
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time, unlike in Europe. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) 

at the University of Texas at Austin.  

I conducted interviews in Stuttgart and Heilbronn, Germany for the summer of 

2011; in Munich, Germany during summer 2012; in Stockholm, Sweden during summer 

2013; in Rome, Italy during summer 2014; in Washington DC, the United States during 

winter 2015; and in Berlin, Germany during summer 2015. Aside from interviewing 

women in the capital cities of each country, I also conducted interviews in three western 

German cities (Stuttgart, Munich, and Heilbronn) to facilitate a comparison between 

former East and West Germanies. This comparison provided novel insights about the 

interplay between culture and policy because socialist East Germany was forced to adopt 

the conservative welfare state framework after reunification. 

 

   

Illustration 1. Field sites. 

These lengthy stints of international fieldwork allowed me sufficient time not 

only to recruit and interview participants, but also to participate in and observe the 

rhythms of daily life. I got to know families who lived in my apartment buildings and 
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neighborhoods – shopping at the corner grocery, riding the metro during rush hour, 

spending quiet afternoons in parks and playgrounds, and chatting with parents bringing 

their children to and from daycare. These firsthand observations provided helpful 

background in understanding the social worlds of my Swedish, German, and Italian 

respondents. For example, when I asked a Swedish mother whether she had considered 

taking longer than one year of maternity leave, she laughed and told me that her son 

would have no one to play with: playgrounds were mostly deserted during the day since 

all children over age one were in daycare – “when children should be.” Indeed, I noticed 

that only parents with newborns visited Stockholm’s abundant playgrounds and parks 

during the weekday, but swelled with both mothers and fathers accompanying young 

children starting around 4 p.m., and all day on weekends. 

During each stage of my international fieldwork, I spent time as a visiting scholar 

at several research institutes: the Berlin Social Science Center (WZB), the Department of 

Political Science at Roma Tre University in Rome, the Linnaeus Center for Social Policy 

and Family Dynamics in Europe (SPaDE) at Stockholm University, and the Institute for 

Family-Focused Research and Policy Services (FamilienForschung) in Stuttgart, 

Germany. These positions afforded me the chance to embed myself in a community of 

scholars with expertise in gender inequality and work-family policy, which helped me 

overcome some of the difficulties inherent in conducting fieldwork as a cultural and 

linguistic outsider. I established mutually beneficial relationships with my colleagues, 

and these temporary academic homes were elemental in my success while overseas. 

Aside from the practical help of gaining an office, colleagues, and assistance with 

research and recruiting – as well as a new appreciation for the ritual of both mid-morning 

and mid-afternoon coffee and cake breaks with coworkers – it opened opportunities to 
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begin cross-national conversations about best practices for working mothers that are 

ongoing today. 

 Before each stage of this study, I extensively reviewed governmental publications 

that spelled out the current work-family policies available, as well as other law and policy 

documents in order to frame my understanding of the legal context that structured my 

respondents’ lives. I also familiarized myself with the extant research on women and 

work-family policy in each respective country to better understand the historical, cultural, 

and political contexts. 

I used my social networks and referrals to generate a snowball sample of 

interview respondents; these are well-established recruitment methods in qualitative 

research on women and work (e.g. Blair-Loy 2003; Stone 2007; Williams 1995). For 

comparison purposes, I interviewed only mothers who were working in middle-income 

occupations for this study. In Europe, work-family policies are often aimed at career-

oriented women (Lewis 2009). In the U.S., the limited work-family policies provided are 

typically available only to very poor women and offer only very meager benefits. Middle-

income working mothers sometimes have benefits through their employers, who have a 

great deal of discretion in what they offer (Gornick and Meyers 2003). 

I am attentive to how my respondents’ stories are in most cases framed by race 

and class privilege. As mostly white, heterosexual, middle-class women, they have 

greater access to sustainable employment, marriage, and forms of motherhood that are 

not generally available to working-class women and many women of color (Williams 

2010). My U.S. sample is more racially and economically diverse than my European 

samples (see Table 1) because sampling and language were smaller barriers to my data 

collection efforts. But none of my respondents were poor, and all worked in professional 

or semi-professional contexts. My goal is to understand the intersection of gender, race, 
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sexuality, and class in shaping the daily lives of working mothers “at the middle” of the 

class structure. Central to this project are the questions: Policies for whom? For whose 

benefit and at whose expense? I explore how the privilege enjoyed by most of my 

participants is connected to the oppression of other mothers. For instance, respondents in 

both Italy and the U.S. often outsourced housework and childcare to help resolve their 

own work-family conflict. The domestic workers they hired were primarily low-income, 

racial/ethnic minority women, some of whom were immigrants with children of their own 

(Hondagneu-Sotelo 2001; Parreñas 2001, 2005). The “care deficit” in the First World has 

acted to pull migrants from Third World and post-Communist countries who are pushed 

to migrate as an escape from poverty and/or to seek better working conditions 

(Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2003). Yet the labor of these domestic workers is largely 

unregulated and invisible, and does not afford them access to work-family policies like 

paid leave, benefits that the mothers I interviewed received as a result of their formal 

employment. I am attentive to these disparities throughout this project. 

The mothers I spoke to have far more resources than lower-income mothers 

working in blue-collar jobs (Blair-Loy 2003; Lambert 2008). Their experiences therefore 

constitute a best-case scenario or extreme case – a strategy used by many scholars in 

building theoretical arguments (Blair-Loy 2003; Hochschild 1983; Perry-Jenkins, Repetti, 

and Crouter 2000; Risman 1998; Stone 2007). As Pamela Stone (2007:19-20) writes, if 

working mothers with social and financial capital and job stability have difficulties 

balancing work and family, these difficulties are akin to “the miners’ canary – a frontline 

indication that something is seriously amiss.”  

 My sample includes working mothers with a wide range of middle-income 

occupations, working hours, and family structures, which all impact mothers’ ability to 

manage work and family responsibilities (Damaske 2011b; Stone 2007; Williams 2010). 
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All women were either employed or on maternity leave at the time of our interview, with 

one or more children living at home.  

Table 2 provides a snapshot of demographic characteristics of my sample (see 

Appendix A for detailed demographic information about my respondents). I interviewed 

between 25 and 32 women in each field site. The average age for women ranged from 37 

in Sweden to 42 in Italy. Salaries for women in D.C. tended to be higher than in other 

countries, which is logical given D.C.’s extremely high cost of living – even women 

working as administrative assistants reported incomes over $60,000 a year and social 

workers in the $70,000 range. It was much more common for women to work part-time 

in Germany than elsewhere, while it was more common for Italian and especially U.S. 

mothers to work over-time hours (45+ hours weekly). The concept of race is understood 

differently in the U.S. than in Europe so here I report majority and minority status using 

“race” in my American sample and “migration background” for my European samples. 

Most women were partnered, and I interviewed between three and seven single mothers 

in each field site. 

 

Country n 
Age 

Range 

Median 

Annual 

Income 

(range) 

Weekly Hours Worked 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Marital Status 

Part-

Time 

Full-

Time 

Over-

Time 

On 

Leave 
Majority Minority Partnered Single 

Sweden 25 27-54 $60-69,999 3 18 2 2 22 3 19 6 

E Germany 25 28-54 $32-43,000 15 8 1 1 18 7 19 6 

W Germany 26 21-52 $21-32,000 16 5 3 2 22 4 22 4 

Italy 27 31-60 $43-54,000 2 15 8 2 23 4 24 3 

U.S.A. 32 23-52 $90-99,999 3 8 21 0 21 11 25 7 

Table 2. Snapshot of sample demographic information. 
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Data Collection 

Before beginning an interview, I gave each respondent a consent form explaining 

my study. I asked permission to digitally record the interview. Interviews were in-depth 

and semi-structured with a list of closed-ended demographic questions followed by 

specific open-ended questions. I did not restrict myself to asking these questions in a 

certain order, or to only these questions. Interviews lasted approximately one hour, and 

were conducted in a location of the respondent’s choice: in a café, restaurant, or park, or 

in their home or workplace. The schedule contained questions on balancing motherhood 

with a career, workplace interactions with supervisors and colleagues, work-family 

conflict, employment history and plans for the future, dividing family care with a partner, 

opinions about parenting, use and perceptions of various work-family policies, 

interpretations and understandings of their careers, families, successes and regrets, and 

general views on working mothers in their country. I also gave each woman an 

opportunity to address issues she felt were important that we may not have covered 

during the interview. Appendix B contains my interview schedule. 

I conducted all the interviews myself, making my study the first on this topic to 

involve a single researcher across multiple country sites. All interviews were conducted 

in English. It was not difficult to find respondents willing to be interviewed in English, 

especially given that a large proportion of middle-income jobs in Europe require the use 

of English at work (Education First 2013). As a consequence, however, this study does 

not address the experiences of non-English speaking women, a category that includes 

new migrants. This group is likely to have very different experiences with work-family 

conflict, given that in some countries access to policy depends on citizenship. The 

validity and reliability of my interview schedule is improved by administering the 

interviews myself for all 135 respondents, rather than relying on three or more different 
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translators. I believe that the increased consistency in measurement was a worthwhile 

tradeoff for excluding non-English speakers. I hope that this study will inspire future 

research on populations that I was unable to access. 

 Additional sources of data for this study are my field observations with 

respondents in their homes, neighborhoods, and workplaces. I often spent time with their 

children, their partners, and their relatives, neighbors, and colleagues. I stirred pots of 

pasta on the stove while mothers changed diapers; drank wine with women at their 

favorite after-work bar; washed soap out of a child’s hair while the mother cut up 

vegetables for dinner and the father read bedtime stories to their younger child; walked 

mothers to pediatrician appointments; ate cake and drank coffee in women’s backyards 

with their friends; and played in the sand with their children at the park. These 

observational data provide greater context for the respondents’ stories. Opportunities for 

this field observation arose during roughly half my interviews. 

 

Data Analysis 

All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed1; they were coded and 

analyzed alongside my fieldnotes using the ATLAS.ti software package. All respondents’ 

                                                 
1 I transcribed a portion of the interviews myself, and hired three transcriptionists to help with other 

portions. One was a man, and the other two were women who explained that this topic was of particular 

interest because they were mothers themselves. Both started transcription businesses in order to improve 

their work-family balance. Both women reached out to me afterward to tell me how deeply they were 

impacted by the experience of working with these interview data. One wrote, “Your transcripts really made 

me take a step back to think about what I’m doing as a mom. I’m not sure that I’ll be doing much 

transcription work this new year. I’ve spent a lot of long nights and time away from my daughter that I 

think is unnecessary. It’s something I’m going to have to step back and evaluate, so I really appreciate this 

project. It has put some things in focus for me.” The other wrote, “I was a working mother. I listened to so 

many mothers in your interviews talk about what it means to be a good parent, the hopes they had for their 

children, their wish to keep them safe. In the end, I was almost all the way across the country… the night 

my son was murdered… just two weeks after his 26th birthday. I kept wanting to tell the women you talked 

to – and you – to cherish every single moment with their children, because it might just happen from one 

day to the next they’ll be gone.” She attached a photograph of her son, another of his headstone, a copy of 
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names and any personally identifying information were anonymized. Pseudonyms are 

used throughout, and identifying details have been altered in places to preserve 

anonymity. I employed the qualitative analytic coding strategy developed by Emerson, 

Fretz, and Shaw (2011). I approached my data analysis as an iterative process. First, I 

conducted a round of line-by-line “open coding” to generate a list of analytic categories 

from the transcripts. I then subjected the dataset to “focused coding” using these analytic 

categories in order to hone and refine explicit theoretical propositions. This stage 

involved a sustained examination of themes that linked together discrete observations. As 

unexpected patterns emerged from comparing my data across groups, I developed new 

analytic themes and categories.  

The final stage of analysis occurred during the process of writing my dissertation, 

which followed the approach outlined by Emerson and colleagues (2011). At this stage, I 

oriented myself to my transcripts and fieldnotes as “texts to be analyzed, interpreted, and 

selected for inclusion… for wider audiences” (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011:169). 

While writing, I sought to make observations and experiences of local scenes speak to 

sociological concepts and traditions. The goal here was to represent the particular worlds 

I examined for readers who aren’t directly acquainted with them (Emerson, Fretz, and 

Shaw 2011:169). This meant moving repeatedly between specific conversations and 

anecdotes from my interviews to more general sociological concepts in a way that did not 

(a) focus excessively on broad scholarly frameworks that obscure the nuances of my 

respondents’ daily lives, or (b) simply present respondents’ words in their own terms 

without providing relevant scholarly analysis (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011:169-170). 

                                                                                                                                                 
her eulogy, and a local news article about his murder to her email. Both of these emails signaled how 

deeply rooted the topic of motherhood is for contemporary women. As Blair-Loy (2003) argued, work-

family conflict may appear to be a personal problem for mothers, but it gets to the heart of powerful moral 

and cultural understandings of what it means to be a good worker and a good mother. 
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To balance these tensions, I constructed a series of thematically organized 

narratives comprised of interview excerpts and analytic commentary. With this approach, 

data excerpts served as “essential kernels of the story” and “building blocks” for 

constructing and telling the story itself, and not simply as illustrations or examples 

(Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011:171). Writing in this style is meant to “provide a vehicle 

through which the voices from the field can, in their own distinctive ways, speak; and at 

the same time… also speak the language of the readers, addressing their issues, theories, 

and concerns” (Emerson, Fretz and Shaw 2011). The final analyses occurred as I selected 

and organized excerpts and wove them into coherent narratives using the theoretical tools 

of critical feminist sociology. 

 

Reflexivity 

My race, gender, age, appearance, nationality, and education influenced the 

research experience in important ways. As a middle-class American white woman, I had 

access to the relatively privileged populations that are the focus of this study. Very few 

women turned me down for interviews. In some cases, I was overwhelmed by volunteers 

and had to make hard choices about how to delimit my sample. This happened in 

particular with the U.S. stage of data collection. I asked a few contacts in Washington 

D.C. to disseminate the call for participants amongst their relevant social networks. In a 

matter of days, over 175 mothers wrote asking to be interviewed. Unlike my European 

respondents who volunteered or agreed with a tone of benevolence, understanding that 

they were doing me a favor, I noted a sense of urgency in American mothers’ interest in 

discussing their work-family conflict – as if they yearned to discuss their struggles with a 

sympathetic expert.  
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As an American with an assumed lack of familiarity with European laws and 

policies, I could ask respondents to explain these regulations in detail for me, lending 

important insight into their perceptions of these policies – a task potentially more difficult 

for a native-born researcher. In the U.S. context, however, women likely assumed that we 

shared this knowledge. With regard to policy, American women would sometimes say, 

“You probably know this better than me” – this was an instance in which my education 

and U.S. nationality impacted my position in the U.S. field site. Two African American 

respondents teased me for not knowing some of the slang they used during our 

conversations when I asked them to clarify what they meant. In these instances, they 

pointed to our racial difference, but seemed to laugh at my naiveté in a friendly way. 

American mothers also knew I wasn’t from D.C., so they took care to elaborate when 

they mentioned a certain neighborhood or school district. 

I was often mistaken for a local in Germany and Sweden because of my fair skin 

and blonde hair. This meant I could sit at a playground or ride near families on the metro 

and observe their interactions without them paying much attention to me. This was often 

helpful as background data for me. This wasn’t the case in Italy, where it is unlikely that 

people assumed that I was Italian. 

Women occasionally asked during interviews whether I was married or had 

children; I told them the truth that I was unmarried and had no children. At the time of 

these interviews, I was younger than most of the interviewees. I do not sense this was a 

barrier to rapport, since respondents shared intimate personal information with me about 

their struggles with issues like fertility, miscarriages, and infidelity. My gender may have 

caused women interviewees to assume some shared experiences. For example, one 

German respondent reflected, “it’s a hard time for women nowadays.” She may have 

expected a shared understanding for the ways in which women’s lives are difficult today. 
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It was important for me, in instances like this, to probe respondents further. Women also 

made comments like, “Well if you have children one day, you’ll learn this yourself.” 

In summary, the data for this dissertation are 135 in-depth interviews with 

middle-income working mothers in Sweden, Germany (both the former East and western 

regions), Italy, and the United States. I conducted all interviews myself over the span of 

five years, and engaged in field observations with roughly half of my participants in their 

homes, offices, and neighborhoods with their partners, children, and friends. I 

transcribed, analyzed, and wrote up these data to forefront mothers’ voices and paint a 

picture of daily life for mothers in five contexts with drastically different combinations of 

work-family policy provisions and cultural support for working mothers. 

 

ORGANIZATION OF MANUSCRIPT 

 

 

Based on my interviews, I can array mothers’ levels of perceived work-family 

balance in each of the countries on a spectrum from most to least satisfaction (see Figure 

2). The chapters of this dissertation follow this order, beginning with a discussion of the 

experiences of Swedish mothers, who were the most satisfied respondents in my sample, 

and concluding with the least satisfied mothers – those in the United States. 

 

Figure 2. Spectrum of Mothers’ Perceived Work-Family Balance. 

 

Sweden          E Germany          W Germany            Italy      U.S. 

 

 

Most satisfied                             Least satisfied 
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In each chapter, I give an overview of the work-family policy in each field site 

and discuss the hegemonic discourses that mothers used to discuss their everyday 

experiences of motherhood and employment. I examine mothers’ perceptions of the 

barriers and supports available to help them achieve work-family balance. I also 

investigate mothers’ explanations for the sources of conflict they felt, and the approaches 

they took to resolve this conflict. 

This dissertation helps readers understand that working mothers’ desires and 

expectations regarding their jobs and family lives depend on where they live. The social 

worlds mothers inhabit are shaped by different norms about gender, parenting, and 

employment, and work-family policies are part of these larger cultural discourses. 

Overall, the most satisfied mothers in my sample had extensive work-family policy 

supports and felt that prevailing cultural attitudes encouraged the combination of paid 

labor and caregiving for both mothers and fathers. The least satisfied mothers in this 

study had to turn to the market to ameliorate their work-family conflict, and felt 

unsupported by their partners and the state in cultural environments that suggested social 

reproduction was women’s responsibility. Work-family policies are emblematic of 

broader moral and cultural understandings of good mothering, and the impact of these 

policies cannot be understood fully without talking to working mothers themselves. 
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Chapter 2. Sweden:  

“It is Easy in Sweden to Work and Have Kids” 

 

Josefin is a 35-year-old mother with a master’s degree in business administration. 

She works as a marketing manager full-time in Stockholm, and has a three-year-old 

daughter and a two-month-old son. We met for our interview at a bustling café in 

Hornstull, a hip neighborhood teaming with young families on the western side of an 

island called Södermalm in central Stockholm while her daughter was at childcare. 

Josefin brought her infant son to our meeting, and he slept most of the time in his stroller, 

waking occasionally to wave his arms, smile, and babble softly at us before his heavy 

eyelids closed, teetering back into sleep. Seated around us at the café were no fewer than 

a half-dozen other mothers and fathers with strollers meeting for coffee with friends, who 

came and went over the course of our hour-long interview, replaced by other parents with 

infants and toddlers in tow.  

Josefin took 10 months of paid leave to be with her daughter and was in the 

middle of an 11-month leave for her son when we met. Her husband, a management 

consultant, took eight months of leave when their daughter was born, and was planning to 

take the same with their son. Her responses typified the experiences of the working 

mothers I interviewed in Stockholm. When I asked Josefin whether any of the Swedish 

policies and benefits could be improved to make things better or easier for her or her 

family, she replied, 

I really think we have really a great system. … And I think, in general, it’s very 

much accepted. Like, it’s in the culture that, you know, you need to be – either 

have flexible hours or you have to work reduced time for a couple of years when 
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the kids are young. And that’s in the policies as well, that you have the right to do 

that. So… I think… no, I think that we’re pretty good.  

I then asked Josefin whether she thought it was possible for women in Sweden to be 

successful workers and be successful mothers at the same time. She answered without 

hesitation: 

Yes, yeah. Absolutely. … I think the whole – our whole system and all of our 

policies are based on the thought that you’re supposed to be able to work as a 

woman, if you have a family. Then I think I see, you know, a lot of people who 

have been able to manage a family and a career.  

The United Nations and the World Economic Forum rank Sweden as the most gender 

egalitarian nation in the world, and first for women’s economic opportunities. U.S. 

scholars and the media often point to Sweden as the paragon of how women really can 

“have it all” – successful careers and family lives – thanks to Sweden’s policy focus on 

gender-neutrality, socialized childcare, and a dual-earner/dual-carer model for family life 

where women and men equally share in breadwinning and childrearing (Duvander 2008). 

Feminist scholars often hold up Scandinavian countries as confirmation that 

“governmental social policy is a productive act that can help overcome traditional gender 

roles and thus lead to increased justice in gender relations” (Gerhard, Knijn, and 

Weckwert 2005:38). Sweden is often used as the inspiration for other countries’ social 

policy initiatives, and is frequently cited as the exemplar in cross-cultural studies of 

family regulation and gender equality (Daly and Lewis 2000; Gornick and Meyers 2003; 

Lundqvist 2011). 

What policies attract this high level of praise from feminist scholars, and high 

degrees of satisfaction amongst Swedish working mothers like Josefin? As the classic 

model of a social-democratic welfare state, Sweden has a long history of intertwining 
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family policy with gender equality policy and labor market policy. Since the 1970s 

Sweden has almost continuously reinforced a dual earner-carer model (Ferrarini and 

Duvander 2010), backed by prominent political parties such as the long-time Social 

Democratic incumbency (Huber and Stephens 2000) and the Swedish Liberal Party 

(Hobson and Lindholm 1997), together with organized women’s interests both within and 

outside political parties (Huber and Stephens 2000). Their policies actively promote 

equality between citizens. Sweden frames family support and the task of childrearing not 

as private issues, but as collective responsibilities. As a result, they socialize the cost of 

childrearing across society. In these policies, Sweden has enmeshed the goals of gender 

equality, the combination of work and family, and high employment levels.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

In this chapter I first outline Sweden’s work-family policies. I then discuss the 

hegemonic pattern of working motherhood I observed in Sweden, and demonstrate how 

women’s own choices regarding work are shaped by both this dual-earner/carer policy 

context and the cultural assumption that all women engage in paid employment. The third 

section describes the ways in which workplaces in Sweden have adjusted for employees’ 

family responsibilities such that my respondents did not report feeling stigmatized for 

their parental status at work. Fourth, I investigate Swedish cultural norms around “good 

parenting” and the social expectation and policy endorsement of gender equality. I delve 

into four specific areas: (1) the importance of an equal gender division of labor; (2) the 

prevalence of involved fathering; (3) women’s feminist parenting approaches, and (4) the 

importance of Swedish childcare and children’s independence. In the fifth section I 
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describe the primary source of stress Swedish mothers described: intensive parenting 

norms that caused women to feel pressured to enact an idealized, highly involved version 

of motherhood. Although my Swedish respondents were among the most satisfied in my 

sample, I outline their suggestions for improving Sweden’s work-family policies, which 

some felt could be made even more equal and supportive. I conclude by arguing that the 

working mothers I interviewed are highly privileged in social-democratic welfare states 

with a dual-earner/carer family ideal, and reflect on how this narrow construction of 

motherhood might marginalize other mothers.  

 

SWEDEN’S WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

Sweden is a country of 10 million people with a prosperous economy and a large 

government sector. It has very low poverty rates among children and single mothers 

(Ellingsæter and Leira 2006). Swedes generally report having high levels of trust in their 

government (Grennes and Strazds 2016) and high levels of satisfaction with their public 

bodies, including the Swedish Tax Agency (Skatteverket) (Wiles 2016). The country is 

more ethnically, racially, and religiously homogenous than the United States. Swedish 

economist Lars Jonung attributes the success of the Swedish welfare state to the fact that 

it is a “consensus society,” which is easier to achieve in a more homogenous nation 

(Grennes and Strazds 2016).  

Like all countries, Sweden’s policies have shifted considerably over time as 

different political parties have held office and cultural attitudes have changed. What has 

remained constant for the past several decades, however, is the Swedish government’s 

stance that gender equality is a cornerstone of Swedish society. The state has sought to 
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use work-family policy explicitly to further the goal of gender equality. The current 

government has declared itself a “feminist government” (Numhauser-Henning 2015). 

Here I review the current policies relevant to working mothers in Sweden: 

parental insurance (parental leave and paid sick days for care of an ill child), publicly 

financed daycare, child allowance, availability of part-time work, vacation days, 

healthcare, tax deductions for household services, child home care allowance, and 

housing allowance.   

In 1974, Sweden was the first welfare democracy to introduce paid parental leave 

to both parents. This law is meant to signal that a) fathers should take greater 

responsibility in caring for their young children, b) children possess the right to have 

access to both their parents, and c) fathers should facilitate mothers’ return to and 

involvement in paid work after having a child. Parents today receive a total of 480 days 

of paid leave. Out of these 16 months, two months are reserved solely for each parent that 

cannot be transferred (referred to as a “use-it-or-lose it” model). As of 2016, a third 

month has been added (France-Presse 2015). Today, some portion of this leave is used by 

virtually all mothers and 9 in 10 fathers (Duvander 2008). Women have the right to seven 

weeks’ leave before and after childbirth. Single parents receive all 480 days’ leave.  

Thirteen of the parental leave months are income-related, paid at 80 percent of 

previous earnings. This benefit has a ceiling and is capped for replacement for high 

earning parents. Many parents receive extra leave benefits from their employer as a result 

of collective bargaining agreements to minimize their income loss during parental leave 

(Ferrarini and Duvander 2010). For instance, all state employees receive an additional 

10% percent of their income while on leave above the 80% wage replacement rate 

provided by the state. Parents who are unemployed with no previous income receive a 

flat rate for their entire leave. Parental leave may be used whenever a parent wants until 
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their child is eight years old. Many parents save part of their leave to enable them to work 

part-time, and others use it to extend summer vacations while their children are young. 

The length of leave therefore varies considerably among parents because of its flexibility.  

Leave policy has been recently updated to strengthen the gender equality 

dimension. In 2008, a “gender equality bonus” (Jämställdhetsbonus) was added to 

parental leave legislation to incentivize parents to split leave time more evenly between 

mothers and fathers (regardless of whether or not they are married or living together). 

Today, this bonus is paid up to $460 USD (3000 SEK) per month. In addition, parents 

receive a “temporary parental benefit” to care for sick children, also paid at 80 percent of 

annual earnings, for up to 120 days per year until the child turns 12.  

The Nordic countries generally are considered leaders in recognizing same-sex 

relationships (Scherpe 2013) and Sweden has made strides in the last 15 years toward 

ensuring legal rights for LGBT couples, yet results have been mixed with regard to the 

right for gay and lesbian individuals to parent (Friðriksdóttir 2015). Same-sex couples 

have been able to register for legal partnerships in Sweden since 1994, but this law 

excluded gay men and lesbians as parents (Friðriksdóttir 2015). The reasoning behind 

this law was based on the heteronormative assumption that children need both a mother 

and a father (Friðriksdóttir 1996, 2003). Substantial reforms in the past decade have 

begun granting more rights to same-sex couples as parents; for instance, gay and lesbian 

couples gained adoption rights in 2003 and single women and lesbian couples gained the 

right to receive insemination assistance in 2005 (Friðriksdóttir 2015). Sweden was the 

seventh country in the world to legalize same-sex marriage in 2009. The work-family 

policies available in Sweden today apply to single parents and couples regardless of their 

sexual orientation.  
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Childcare is considered a universal entitlement in Sweden. Municipalities provide 

preschool and school age childcare services with a strong pedagogical focus for all 

children ages one to twelve. In 2007, 78 percent of children ages one to three participated 

in daycare, as did 97 percent of children ages 4-5 (Duvander 2008). Childcare workers 

are well educated; roughly 99 percent of Swedish childcare center staff are trained to 

work with children (Ferrarini and Duvander 2010). The cost of daycare is income related 

up to a low ceiling (currently $198 monthly), amounting to no more than three percent of 

net household income (2 percent for a second child, 1 percent for a third child). Parents’ 

fees cover roughly 11 percent of the cost of childcare, with the rest covered by the state, 

which spends more subsidizing preschool services than it does on its defense budget. 

Childcare services are increasingly offered in the evenings and on weekends. 

Children of parents with low education and/or immigrant background are 

underrepresented in Swedish childcare services (Ellingsæter 2012). Studies have found 

that immigrant mothers use parental leave and cash for care benefits more intensively 

than Swedish-born mothers, but this difference diminishes when controlling for labor 

market status (Mussino and Duvander 2016). Immigrants remain disadvantaged in the 

Swedish labor market, especially immigrant mothers, who have a much lower 

employment rate than native-born Swedish mothers (Ellingsæter 2012; Mussino and 

Duvander 2016). Employed immigrants are more similar to native-born mothers in their 

use of parental leave (Mussino and Duvander 2016). Although Sweden has the most 

welcoming asylum policies in the European Union (Wente 2015) and takes in more 

refugees per capita than any other European country, with immigrants currently making 

up roughly 15% of Sweden’s population (Mussino and Duvander 2014; Wente 2015), 

integration remains a central problem and is the subject of debate and tension. 
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Child allowance is a flat-rate benefit of roughly $140 monthly to which all 

children are entitled until age 16. The supplement increases with the number of children 

(instituted in 1948 after concerns over a decade of declining birth rates).  

All employees with children under age eight have the right to reduce their normal 

working hours to 75 percent at any time (with a commensurate pay cut). Part-time work 

is therefore widespread among mothers with young children, and less so for fathers. It is 

unusual for women to leave the paid labor force when they start a family. Instead, many 

women work longer part-time hours (over 30 hours a week) in the first couple of years of 

their child’s life. Roughly half of all employed mothers reduce their working hours to 

part-time while less than one-tenth of fathers do so (Duvander 2008).  

Workers in Sweden are entitled to 25 days minimum paid vacation, with some 

employees receiving more as a result of union agreements. Employees are entitled to take 

at least four weeks of their annual leave during the summer months. 

All Swedes have access to health insurance through their employer or the 

government. For those employed for at least one month, they are entitled to receive sick 

pay for the first 14 days of their illness at roughly 80 percent of their income. After 14 

days, the employer contacts the state, who determines eligibility for extended sickness 

benefits. For those who are unemployed or self-employed, they receive a sickness benefit 

from the government.  

In 2007, a tax deduction of 50 percent of the cost of household services was made 

available, which meant to assist families with two parents working full-time, as well as to 

create a private formal market for care services. Covered services include cleaning, 

cooking, gardening, childcare, and help with children’s homework, among others.  

In 2008, a law was passed allowing municipalities to offer a “child home care 

allowance” of up to roughly $400 USD a month exempt from taxes for a parent staying 
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home with children ages one to three who chose not to use publicly financed daycare and 

extend their parental leave time. This legislation was touted as allowing more individual 

choice and pluralistic solutions for families, but has also been criticized for encouraging a 

continued traditional division of household labor and marginalizing mothers – 

particularly immigrant mothers – in the labor market (Ellingsæter 2012). 

Low-income parents are eligible for a means-tested housing allowance 

(Bostadsbidrag). The main recipients are single mothers, and the benefit is considered of 

major importance in increasing the incomes of one-parent households. 

If parents separate, maintenance support through social insurance is available 

when the noncustodial parent fails to pay their child support. This maintenance support is 

seen as a guarantee that the custodial parent receives their remuneration on time each 

month. The liable parent accumulates a debt to the state in this instance. Currently, social 

insurance pays this maintenance support for 13 percent of all children in Sweden 

(Duvander 2008).  

Taken together, these policies are considered the explanation for Sweden’s 

relatively high fertility rate, women’s labor force participation rates nearly equal to men’s 

(Duvander, Ferrarini, and Thalberg 2006; Oláh and Bernhardt 2008), and low rate of 

childhood poverty (Ferrarini and Forssén 2005). The gender equity issues of concern to 

Swedish policymakers today center on the persistence of occupational sex segregation, 

women’s greater use than men of reduced working hours after childbirth and longer 

parental leave, and the gender wage gap (Ferrarini and Duvander 2010). Although gender 

equality has not been reached, my interviews make clear that middle-income mothers in 

Sweden did not feel stigmatized for working outside the home while raising children. 
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THE HEGEMONY OF WORKING MOTHERHOOD 

 

The working mothers I interviewed were satisfied with their dual roles. They did 

not report feeling guilt or tension between their work and family responsibilities. Instead, 

respondents insisted that being a mother and having a job were compatible and 

complementary identities. An indicator of this thorough integration of work and family 

life for Swedish women was the fact that several moms stopped me, seemed confused, or 

even laughed when I used the term “working mother.” Lisa, a married mother of two who 

worked as an urban planner, echoed a sentiment I heard often during interviews:  

I don’t think that expression [“working mother”] exists in Swedish. … Because 

it’s – I mean, it’s – you can’t be anything else… it’s not like there’s sort of a 

“non-working mother.” … Of course she is working, I mean, what else would she 

do? [laughs] … That’s sort of an abnormality if you stayed home. I don’t think 

I’ve met anyone that have been “stay at home mothers.” ... Everyone is working. 

Swedish mothers like Lisa seemed to struggle to put their thoughts into words when it 

came to the term “working mother,” and in response to my question of whether they had 

ever considered being a stay-at-home mother. During interviews, comments on this topic 

were accompanied by stutters, pauses, furrowed and raised brows, pursed lips, and 

usually laughter and head-shaking at the thought of being a stay-at-home mother.  

I asked Camilla, a married 32-year-old lawyer with two young children whom I 

interviewed while on maternity leave, if she had ever thought of stopping working 

altogether to stay at home with her children. As we sat on the sofa in her living room with 

her four-month-old son bouncing on her lap, she replied: 

Camilla: No. No, I don’t think there’s an option. I don’t know that anyone in our 

generation has ever thought that. No. If someone would think that – if 
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someone was planning that or if someone is a housewife I guess you 

would ask, “Is she religious or is she very, very rich?” You know? It’s 

very, very uncommon.  

Caity: Do you know anybody who is a   

Camilla: No. [laughs] No.  

Caity: No? Everybody you know has a job?  

Camilla: Yes.  

Even when pressed, only three of the 25 women I interviewed could think of any woman 

who was a stay-at-home mother in any of their social networks, however distant. These 

three interviewees each knew someone whose partner worked in a very high-paying job, 

usually for an international company. Moreover, because Sweden is a highly secular 

country, Camilla’s questioning whether a stay-at-home mother is religious is likely a 

synonym for an immigrant, who tend to have higher levels of religiosity and lower levels 

of employment than native-born Swedish women (Dribe and Lundh 2011; Duvander 

2001). Being a housewife, whether for financial or religious/cultural reasons, seemed 

foreign and undesirable to Camilla – a life that only a small percentage of women might 

choose: “I don’t know that anyone in our generation has ever thought that.” 

When I asked why they thought it was so normal to be a working mother in 

Sweden, my respondents pointed explicitly to the country’s policies and their interplay 

with cultural attitudes. Ida, who is divorced and works in business development for a 

government agency, explained to me: 

They have built a system that makes it possible for women to work. So I think it’s 

a double situation, because since they want us to work they have arranged for it to 

be possible. So, of course, it’s healthy. I think it would be more difficult, actually, 

to live in a country where it’s not so proper for women to work, where you have 
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to fight for going out if you have the tradition of being a housewife home with the 

kids, where you have no system whatsoever to – you have to have a private nanny 

or something, it would cost a fortune. … But, [here] it’s a totally different system. 

They [the government] want me out [working], they give me the opportunity to do 

so.  

Ida believed that the Swedish government purposefully created a system that normalized 

and facilitated working motherhood in order to encourage their labor force participation, 

and she appreciated this arrangement. She told me, “I think we are raised in that way – it 

is possible to make a career as a woman, a real career, your own career.” The mean age 

for my Swedish respondents was 37, meaning that most were born in the mid-1970s – a 

time of substantial politicization of gender equality in Sweden, with a central focus on 

gender equality in the labor market (Björklund 2007), as it was in the United States. 

Respondents talked at length about how their mothers encouraged them to see 

motherhood and employment as compatible goals in adulthood. In Sweden, women’s 

rights and gender equality are part of the national discourse, the result of feminist and 

social democratic politics. 

Ida also acknowledged that career aspirations were especially common for women 

with higher education, and for those living in urban areas: “If you live in the city, or if 

you go to the university to study, you want a career. And you want to combine family life 

with a career. And then you just do it. And you have the system, I think, to be able to 

make it.” Ida acknowledged that women’s choices and ambitions are shaped by what they 

feel is possible: in Sweden, being a working mother is the norm. 

Women in the Swedish sample often drew comparisons to other countries to 

explain why they were so satisfied with the Swedish infrastructure of support. Ida 

couldn’t conceive of the expense of a private nanny for her children, which she heard is 
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necessary in countries without a publicly subsidized daycare system. Her two children 

attended a low-cost public daycare like the vast majority of Swedish children. Another 

mother, Josefin, who was introduced earlier in this chapter, is a marketing manager with 

a two-month-old and a three-year-old. She contrasted Swedish policy to the United States 

and reflected, 

I think the whole system here in Sweden makes it possible just to be a working 

mother. I – I mean I’ve seen and heard about how things work in the U.S., for 

example, but other countries as well, and I don’t think – I mean I can’t imagine 

going back to work when he is this age, when my son is like two or three months. 

I – I couldn’t do that. So, I know if I lived in the U.S. I would probably choose to 

stop working, at least for some time. I know that would have been, you know, not 

beneficial for my career, my professional development. … I do want to work, I 

don’t want to stay at home for, you know, ten years of my life to take care of my 

kids. I mean, I really think we have really a great system. 

Josefin acknowledged that her ability to pursue a career while raising children was 

shaped by Swedish policy. Josefin’s hesitation and pauses while trying to conceive of the 

idea of returning to work with a newborn suggest how inconceivable this idea was for 

her: “I – I couldn’t do that.” My Swedish respondents adamantly agreed.  

Pamela Stone’s (2007) research on the “opt-out revolution” in the U.S. points to 

the same source of conflict that Josefin and other Swedish respondents identified: 

American mothers’ decisions to leave successful careers and stay home with children are 

not a sign of traditionalism; instead they are pushed out of the workplace as a result of 

inflexible policies and institutional barriers. Unlike the United States, Sweden has federal 

work-family policies to support families and has actively sought to eliminate stigma and 

marginalization for parents in the workplace. The Swedish mothers I interviewed made 
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clear that this policy context enabled and normalized the combination of motherhood with 

employment – so much so that they couldn’t envision the idea of staying at home to raise 

children long-term. 

Mothers have internalized the discourse espoused by the Swedish welfare state 

that adult women should work full-time and raise children. Mothers’ goals for themselves 

aligned with Sweden’s stated political objectives: high fertility, high labor force 

participation, and gender equality. The Swedish mothers I spoke with tended to perceive 

and use the available work-family policies in a positive light. I observed an underlying 

sentiment amongst mothers’ comments that the Swedish state was generally on their side, 

with their best interests in mind. They felt their own desires to work and raise children 

free of stress were also the government’s desires. Who stands to benefit and who stands 

to lose from this congruence between working mothers’ interests and the welfare state’s 

political objectives? 

I suggest that my respondents – middle-income working mothers – felt highly 

satisfied with the policies available to them and relatively little work-family conflict 

because they benefit a great deal under this regime. The Swedish welfare state and its 

work-family policy were designed to support and encourage precisely this sort of 

gendered subject. The state has paved the way for working mothers by removing the 

obstacles known to impede women’s fertility and employment. Nevertheless, Swedish 

fathers are likely the biggest winners, as they tend to be advantaged in the Swedish labor 

market and in family life, while also benefiting from the substantial work-family policies 

and their own conformity with the hegemonic dual-earner/carer model. 

On the other hand, the individuals who lose in this system are likely those whose 

desires or circumstances don’t align with these political objectives: (a) people without 

children, especially women, and (b) people who don’t work or don’t want to work (either 
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for a period of several years or permanently), especially women and mothers. Because I 

didn’t interview these subjects, I can only conjecture about their experiences, but I 

imagine that they experience stigma and marginalization in Swedish society. My 

respondents only discussed housewives and stay-at-home mothers because I asked them 

specifically whether they had ever considered being a stay-at-home mother, which they 

thought was rare and odd. These types of women run counter to the hegemonic cultural 

frame that women should have children and be employed. My respondents didn’t 

mention stay-at-home partners or parents without being prompted because these are 

largely absent from Sweden’s cultural discourses about the range of possibilities for 

family formations.  

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, immigrant mothers tend to have lower rates 

of labor force participation than native-born mothers, and it is likely that they experience 

stigma for not being employed. Another group that may feel marginalized are single 

mothers. Sweden’s work-family policies are universal for all parents, but the state also 

offers supports target specifically to aid single mothers and has very low rates of single 

mother poverty (Brady and Burroway 2012). The six single mothers I interviewed 

mentioned feeling lonely sometimes, and household finances also seemed to weigh on 

them more than my partnered Swedish respondents, but they did not report feeling 

stigmatized and felt well supported and satisfied with the available policies. Perhaps their 

native-born and employment statuses gave these single mothers a level of privilege 

unavailable to others, like unemployed immigrant mothers.  

As gendered techniques of the Swedish welfare state, work-family policies seem 

to have inculcated a habitus that aligns with state-level political goals. The working 

mothers I interviewed govern themselves in ways that are compatible with the dual-
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earner/carer welfare state – a model that encourages a relatively homogenous gendered 

subject.  

 

THE CULTURAL EXPECTATION THAT WORK MAKES WAY FOR FAMILY 

 

The hegemony of working motherhood was reinforced for my respondents by 

consistently supportive interactions with their colleagues and supervisors. The women I 

interviewed insisted that they never felt disadvantaged for being parents at work. Most 

told me they weren’t concerned about announcing their pregnancy to their boss and co-

workers, and did not fear reprisals or other repercussions. I asked Elise, a single mother 

and journalist, how her supervisor and peers responded when she told them she was 

having a baby: 

They were all just happy for me. He [my boss] was like, “Great,” you know? 

Everyone was happy for me, because … lots of people who are working have 

children, obviously. And, yeah, everyone just thought it was great. So, yeah. No 

problem at all. ... They all have careers and children, and, you know, combine 

family life with a career, so there’s nothing strange about it. 

Disclosing her pregnancy did not seem to induce worry or stress for Elise because it was 

so commonplace in her office (this is in contrast to the experiences of mothers in western 

Germany, Italy, and the U.S.). The few mothers who mentioned being concerned about 

announcing their pregnancy at work were on temporary contracts and were unsure how 

their leave would impact the timing of the remainder of their contract – though this 

wasn’t a concern for all freelancers or temporary workers. For instance, Elise had a 

temporary contract at the time she announced her pregnancy.  
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There was one exception. Maya, an engineer working for a small, private patent 

firm was the only mother to report working well over 40 hours a week. She told me 

employees were expected to work more than full-time in her office, but she had been 

honest with them from the beginning that she wanted to work no more than 40 hours. 

Maja told me with disappointment, “I’m not sure it’s going to work out. I hope it will, 

because I really, really like this place.” But this implicit assumption of long hours didn’t 

make Maja hesitant to talk with colleagues about being a mother: “Oh, no, absolutely 

not,” she replied quickly when I asked her. She also received a substantial raise while on 

maternity leave, and used both telecommuting and flexible working hours after returning 

from leave.  

Maja said the main concern she had in announcing her pregnancy was in knowing 

she would be “really missed when I was gone. So that was my main concern, how can I 

make this transition easy for them.” Maja felt valued by her company and genuinely liked 

her job. She worried that her boss would have too much work in her absence and whether 

her customers would be satisfied and well cared for. Although Maja was asked to put in 

long hours that were more on par with my Italian and American respondents (which I 

discuss in Chapters 5 and 6), her experiences do not align with the “one-way honor 

system” (Pugh 2015) that defines U.S. workplaces, in which employees feel they owe 

their companies hard work and devotion. Unlike women in these other countries who 

expect little in return, Maya expected to be treated fairly and equally. 

Swedes do not reap the same economic rewards for overwork as employees 

elsewhere do. Sweden has a progressive income tax, meaning that high-income earners 

pay more taxes than low-income earners. This model incentivizes people to not work 

over-hours. Income inequality is much lower in Sweden than other OECD countries 

(OECD 2015b), where income taxes and cash benefits play a big role in redistributing 
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income. Working hours have stayed the same for roughly 20 years in Sweden (Thorsén 

and Brunk 2009), with only 1% of employees working very long hours (OECD 2016). In 

a Swedish context, therefore, career ambition and success weren’t necessarily tied to long 

work hours. Many of my Swedish respondents worked in prestigious positions and 

reported working a maximum of 40 hours a week. 

Sweden also lacks the “insecurity culture” prevalent in the U.S. The majority of 

Swedish workplaces today have collective agreements between unions and employers 

that regulate pay and working conditions. Unlike American employees whose rates of 

unionization have declined drastically in the past several decades (Rosenfeld 2014), 

nearly 70% of Swedish workers belong to a union (work.sweden.se). Swedish 

respondents generally expected to be supported in their family responsibilities by both 

their employers and the state.  

As a result, Swedish mothers felt confident combining employment and 

motherhood and felt that their employers were willing to help them achieve this goal. I 

asked Elise whether she talked to other women at work before giving birth about what it 

was going to be like to balance her job and family responsibilities. She replied: 

No, I didn’t because, you know, everyone knows here that this system works 

really well. So, you don’t really have to ask anyone for advice. It’s like, you 

know, you can put your child in childcare when he or she is one year old and then 

you can continue with your career. It’s like a fact, everyone knows it. So, it’s 

not… yeah. But, yeah, of course I talked to them about other things, about 

pregnancy, about, you know, raising a child and stuff like that. But, not regarding 

to, you know, to work. 

Elise indicated that she spoke with women colleagues about childrearing, but not about 

the work side of the work-family equation because the policies were clear and the system 
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facilitated parenthood and work. While everyday concerns about becoming a mother 

prompted her to talk with other women in the office, job insecurity and work-family 

balance were not sources of worry for Elise. 

Mothers told me that they readily used work-family policies like maternity leave, 

flexible schedules, telecommuting, and vacation or sick days without fear of stigma – as 

did their peers and supervisors at work. Susanne, an emergency room nurse, told me: “A 

lot of my colleagues have children and they are home with them when they are sick, and 

that’s never talked about or frowned upon.” She said that even her highest-ranking 

colleagues use the policies: a male neurosurgeon had recently taken lengthy parental 

leave after his son was born. This policy use by both peers and superiors created a 

comfortable work environment for mothers.  

Johanna is a mother of two and an art director for an advertising agency. She said 

her boss wasn’t surprised when she announced her pregnancy around the same time as 

two other women in the office:  

He congratulated me. I think he was probably expecting it. … He has three kids 

himself. … Most of the people have children. Most of us are at the age of having 

kids who are about like starting school, or let’s say between five to ten years old. 

… Which is good because then you have that understanding for it, because the 

general manager, he will go and pick up from kindergarten as well sometimes. 

When a general manager leaves work to care for his young children like Johanna’s boss 

did, this signals to employees that it is acceptable to use the policies offered. According 

to my respondents, if coworkers or employers were displeased with parents’ policy take-

up in the office, they kept this to themselves.  

Sara is an educational administrator at a local university. She said that her 

workplace goes even further by making explicit that family is a priority. For instance, the 
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office cleared out at 4 p.m. When I asked whether she felt comfortable talking about 

family responsibilities at work, Sara said, “Absolutely, yeah. And we often say [in the 

office] that the family is the most important part in your life.” She felt that her workplace 

was “quite a humane place to work at.” Sara reported feeling that her office was an 

unusually comfortable environment as a result: meetings were never scheduled late, all 

employees could work flexible schedules and telecommute, and they talked often and 

openly about children in the office.  

Sara’s comment implies that other workplaces tend to be less comfortable or 

humane. Mothers mentioned frequently that the public sector tended to be more 

accommodating of parents than the private sector, offering one possible explanation for 

the occupational sex segregation that characterizes Swedish firms – a topic of great 

debate and the target of several current initiatives. Maja, the mother who worked long 

hours for a private firm said she used to work for the state: “And that was really, really 

great for people having families.” She told me that the pace was slower there, and she 

earned comp time that she could take as paid vacation that she didn’t accrue now at her 

current firm. Yet Maja told me she stayed with her private sector employer because “I 

think this job is really, really fun. I love it. It’s much more fun, it’s much more inspiring 

to me.” Some mothers may be deterred from entering private sector employment in 

Sweden because it is considered less family-friendly. 

The cultural integration of work and family was further evidenced by Marie, a 

single mother and German foreign diplomat living in Stockholm. She was bewildered 

when her Swedish office emptied out mid-afternoon. Marie, having grown up in 

Germany where the traditional ideal worker norm reigned (see Chapter 4), said this 

would never happen in her German office: “I think that’s the way with typical Germans, 

you know? You stay a bit later to show you’re a good worker. And in Sweden it’s more 
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like everybody goes at, like, 4:30, because everybody has to pick up their children from 

childcare. … I mean this I find quite fascinating here in Sweden. They’re still efficient.” 

Since Marie didn’t grow up in Sweden, the idea that work adjusts for one’s family needs 

was new and strange for her. She also seemed surprised that this shortened work day 

didn’t impinge on productivity. Being accustomed to the German approach to working 

hours, Marie thought that her colleagues left the office quite early. She felt uncomfortable 

doing the same because it would indicate that she wasn’t dedicated to her job.  

On the other hand, for several of my Swedish respondents accustomed to the 

Swedish approach to parenthood and employment, they experienced a great deal of stress 

when working for non-Swedish employers. For instance, Sofia is a Swedish mother of a 

five-year-old who worked as a mining business developer for a company recently 

purchased by an Australian firm. Even though she worked out of her same office in 

Stockholm with the rest of the Swedish employees after the buyout, the new CEO and 

other executives were all Australian and unfamiliar with Swedish work culture (though 

they were required to abide by Swedish labor law). One day, Sofia was on a conference 

call with the CEO that was running over schedule, and she said that she needed to leave 

to pick up her child from daycare. She said that the CEO called her supervisor the next 

day to express outrage at her behavior. Sofia reported that her supervisor, a Swedish man, 

instructed Sofia and all other employees to tell the executives during future phone calls 

that they had another meeting to run to, rather than telling them the truth about their 

family commitments.  

Sofia said that many of her colleagues, both men and women, were unhappy with 

the new Australian management because of their inflexibility and lack of understanding 

about the priority of their families. Even though policies like flexible hours were 

technically available for their use, many felt wary about taking them. Several of Sofia’s 
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colleagues were planning to leave the company and contacting their unions to complain. 

This example shows how crucial a role supervisor support and policy protections for 

work-family balance are for women in their everyday lives. It also highlights the potential 

disconnection between having a policy on the books versus the cultural climate 

surrounding policy use in a given office. Having new, non-Swedish employers meant that 

suddenly Sofia and her colleagues were expected to profess a singular devotion to their 

jobs – a cultural schema that was foreign for Swedish workers but both familiar and 

expected for the Australian firm. Sofia followed her supervisor’s suggestion to simply lie 

about where she needed to be, and she reported that the Australian CEO was none the 

wiser.  

Sofia’s story reminds us that the social organization of work takes many forms. It 

need not center around the ideal worker model in order for firms to succeed – a 

hegemonic idea in U.S. workplaces (see Chapter 6). Likewise, the social construction of 

motherhood in a Swedish context does not preclude the ability to be a good employee. 

Overall, the Swedish women in my sample believed that the gender bias associated with 

parenthood seems to have been overwhelmingly eliminated in their workplaces – whether 

they were employed at hospitals, schools, private firms, or government agencies. Mothers 

did not feel pressure to outperform their colleagues by ignoring family responsibilities, 

working significant overtime hours, or being silent about their families while at work – 

even for those who worked in the private sector or in male-dominated occupations. Maja 

was the only mother who felt pressured to work long hours, but even she expressed no 

fear or stigma for being a mother at work.  

The ideal worker image that disadvantages women and advantages men in most 

western industrialized countries’ labor markets does not seem to hold for my respondents 

in Sweden. These working mothers reported no guilt about leaving to pick up a sick child 
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from daycare, or working from home when needed. Their male partners and husbands 

often did the same, so these tasks were not carried by women alone. This belief and 

expectation of gender equality is central to women’s ability to smoothly combine work 

and family in Sweden. 

“GOOD PARENTING” AND THE DISCOURSE OF GENDER EQUALITY 

 

Every Swedish woman I interviewed endorsed the principle of gender equality at 

home and in the workplace. The degree to which they succeeded in achieving this goal 

varied, but the belief was universal that men and women should participate equally in 

breadwinning and caregiving. This collective belief seems to be further evidence that 

working mothers have adopted a habitus aligned with the Swedish welfare state’s goal of 

dual-earner/carer families. 

 

An Equal Gender Division of Labor 

Central to being a good mother for all of my partnered Swedish respondents was 

having an egalitarian relationship and equal division of labor, echoing the hegemonic 

cultural expectation and policy endorsement of gender equality. It was important to 

mothers that their children felt equally connected to and reliant upon both parents. One 

mother, Kajsa, proudly recounted evidence of this success through an anecdote: her 

young child had recently spent the night at a friend’s house, and after a bad dream, woke 

up during the night calling out “Mom or Dad! Mom or Dad!” For this mother, her 

daughter’s call for either parent signaled to her that they had been successful in building 

relationships to her that were equally close. 
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During each interview, I asked participants what they thought it meant to be a 

good mother and a good father. All my interviewees responded to this question with 

similar answers, but in two different ways.  

One group of women answered this question shortly, and looked at me quizzically 

– mirroring the looks I received when I used the phrase “working mother” – as if it was 

silly or too obvious to even ask. Maja the engineer replied, “They should do the same 

things. They’re both parents.” When silence followed and it was clear that Maja wasn’t 

going to elaborate on her answer, I followed up by asking, “So it doesn’t occur to you, for 

example, that moms should do one thing and dads should do another? That to be a good 

mom or dad –” Maja interrupted me, shaking her head and frowning, “No. I don’t think I 

don’t think that men and women… They are parents. I think that’s important. I don’t 

think it’s different things. Perhaps, I mean, from who you are and what you’re good at, 

you should be a role model from that.” During her response Maja slowed down her words 

and annunciated clearly, holding eye contact with me; it felt as if she thought I was being 

thickheaded because she had to explain something so simple to another woman and reply 

to a question with an obvious answer.  

The second group of women provided more elaborate explanations about the 

importance of gender equality in parenting. They explained to me their strong belief that 

women should not be the only ones cooking and doing laundry and bathing their children, 

and that these tasks should have no connection to one parent over another because of 

their gender. For example, Lily, a cohabiting geologist with a three- and a five-year-old, 

told me that she and her partner worked diligently to ensure that they divided household 

tasks up equally, and she established this expectation from the very beginning with her 

partner: 
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We talked about it on maybe the first date. Not really, but very early [laughs]. 

And that was – for me that was something I’ve always known, that I don’t have 

sex with someone who – if I get pregnant you never know. They are supposed to 

be equal in that opinion. So, it’s not been an issue. … We talked about it before 

we had kids. We had to be equal. And that was his opinion also – maybe 

sometimes even more than I am … because his parents weren’t that equal, so he 

felt that he had to make a big change. … To do that he really had to get to know 

them, the kids, much more than [his dad] got to know his kids.  

Lily made it clear with her partner that she expected to have an egalitarian relationship, 

and that they should play equal roles in parenting their children one day. They split their 

parental leave time down the middle after each child. She was responsible for laundry 

and her partner did the cooking. She reflected that it wasn’t always easy to try and 

maintain this equal division. Lily recounted a recent dispute in which she felt that, slowly 

and unintentionally, she had started picking up around the house more every day. To 

address this problem, they came to an agreement that her partner would clean up the 

kitchen every night before bed. She said that for now they were both pleased with this 

arrangement.  

Aside from Lily, a number of women mentioned that they and their partners tried 

to hold one another accountable to their agreement to divide tasks equally (in the U.S., 

mothers also tried this approach, but they felt that it tended to be one-sided, with their 

partners only halfheartedly trying to meet women’s requests for equity). One respondent 

mentioned that her partner took care of their bicycle maintenance, and he recently chided 

her that she should learn how to repair the bicycle as well. Another declared to me, “I 

think it’s important to share equal, you know? Both the fun parts and not the fun parts. 

The cleaning and cooking and everything.” Maintaining an equal division of labor at 
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home was laborious at times, but seemed to matter a lot for these Swedish mothers and to 

their partners. Respondents suggested that this equality is important for mothers, fathers, 

and children – a belief echoed by the Swedish government and reinforced through its 

policies. 

 

Men’s “Right” to Be Involved Fathers 

The rhetoric expressed by participants about men’s involvement with childrearing 

was particularly fascinating to me. Women did not talk about men’s “duty” or 

“obligation” as my American respondents tended to say, but rather talked about men’s 

“right” to be equally involved in their children’s lives. Camilla, the lawyer referenced 

earlier, reflected on her own childhood raised by a mother who worked full time in social 

welfare, and a father who worked night shifts as a firefighter and cared for her and her 

siblings during the day. When they were out in public, older women would comment to 

her father about his children – “Can’t you see your child is cold?”, for example – 

assuming he didn’t know how to care for them. It was unusual during Camilla’s parents’ 

generation for fathers to be so involved in the daily care of their children, but to Camilla, 

this behavior is completely normal and expected today. In a conversation about parental 

leave, Camilla said, “Our generation, I don’t know any couple or friends where the dad 

won’t stay home or doesn’t wish to stay home. They see it as their right and all: ‘Half the 

time is mine.’ Kind of like that.” This discourse of men’s entitlement to time with their 

children helps normalize their participation in childrearing, and absolves women of full 

responsibility for this caring labor.  

According to respondents, this belief seemed to hold for their partners across the 

education, income, and occupational spectrum. I interviewed five fathers in Sweden 
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because I was so intrigued by their interest in equal involvement that I wanted to talk to 

them about it directly. All five confirmed women’s accounts of their interest in involved 

fatherhood. Henrik, a bricklayer, told me, “A good man takes care of his child.” He said 

it was important to split the parental leave time 50/50 in order to bond with his daughter 

and learn to take care of her alone. Rickard, a daycare assistant, made similar comments 

and both he and his partner agreed that he did more work around the house and in 

childcare than she did. Rickard split the leave days evenly, and explained: "It was never a 

question of doing it, it was kind of understood from the beginning that we were going to 

split… it’s always been – as long as I’ve been thinking about it, it’s been… it’s been the 

only way I’ve seen… looked at it.” Just like the mothers who were confused at my thick-

headedness for asking how they define good mothers and fathers, Rickard struggled to 

explain their decision to split parental leave evenly because it seemed so obvious to him. 

His difficulty in putting words to this decision indicates the hegemonic and deeply 

internalized discourse that Swedish men should participate equally in childrearing. 

These beliefs about gender equality and a father’s right to spend time with his 

children impact the way couples decide to use their benefits, such as parental leave time. 

Sara, an educational administrator with two children, told me, “I think it is super 

important that parents split leave time equally. It is unfair if women take longer leave 

than men – this is selfish. This is controlling of women.” I asked Sara how she and her 

husband divided their leave, and whether she had shared this view with him: “Yes, yes, 

because he thinks it was really important that he should be [using] parental leave as well. 

And it was kind of just natural that we divide it 50/50.” This rhetoric of rights, embedded 

in Sweden’s welfare law, was echoed throughout the interviews. 

Elise, the journalist and single mother, reflected on feeling somewhat lonely 

raising her one-year-old boy in Stockholm, especially because one can see fathers 
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everywhere out in public with their children. In this urban city, she said it was entirely 

normal for fathers to use policies like leave time to complete the same caring labor that 

mothers have done historically, while mothers pursued successful careers: 

It’s quite funny because I think this is the part of the city, or the part of the 

country, where most dads take out paternity leave. And the situation here is like 

lots of men earn less money than their women here, which means that the women 

have top jobs and the men, they don’t earn as much. So they tend to stay home 

more with the children while the women go to work. So, they have kind of 

reversed roles here, which is very interesting, I think. We have this expression 

“latte mommas” or “latte moms,” but it’s like “latte daddies” here. You know? 

They go to the café and they have a latte and see other daddies with their children 

and they hang out. If you go to like a playground here you will see lots of dads 

with their children. Yeah, it’s quite an exotic view, I suppose, for some people.  

Elise’s comments suggest that it has not only been normalized, but is also expected, for 

fathers to care for their children. This extends beyond the more “fun” parts of parenting 

like time at the playground to the more mundane tasks of changing diapers and doing 

dishes: 

… People are very equal here. There’s nothing to even question, it’s like, of 

course, you’re equal. Of course the father can change a nappy or he can do the 

dishes, or he can – there’s nothing – nobody would find that strange in anyway. I 

suppose in maybe smaller cities in Sweden, in maybe… I don’t know. 

The hegemonic expectation that fathers participate equally in all aspects of childrearing 

felt evident around Stockholm. Illustrations 2-4 below depict fathers grocery shopping, 

feeding, and playing with their children in public.  
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Illustration 2. A father grocery shopping. 

Illustration 3. A father feeding lunch. 

 

Illustration 4. A playground with only fathers and their children. 

In much the same way that the hegemony of working motherhood is reflected in 

Sweden’s labor force participation rates for women, the same can be said for involved 
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fatherhood and rates of men’s parental leave uptake. Nine out of ten fathers use some 

parental leave in Sweden (Duvander 2008). Studies have found that parental leave 

policies and reforms have increased men’s share of total parental leave days: in the mid-

1970s, men used less than one percent of these days, and in 2010, they used roughly 23 

percent (Duvander and Johansson 2012). Swedish men have the highest use of parental 

leave out of Scandinavian countries (Ferrarini and Duvander 2010), which have the 

highest use by men anywhere in the world.  

While Swedish law is explicitly gender neutral and mothers emphasized 

continuously that mothers and fathers perform the same role in their children’s lives, this 

discourse about parenting that a child deserves access to both parents seems to imply that 

mothers and fathers provide something different to their child. If parents perform the 

same role in their children’s lives, as mothers said repeatedly, then it begs the question of 

why the insistence on two-parent involvement in children’s lives is so hegemonic. 

Several mothers mentioned that they and their partners had some overlapping strengths 

and interests, but also different ones depending on their personality – which they stated 

were unrelated to gender – and that their children benefitted from engaging with them 

both for this reason. However, the insistence on the importance of both a mother and a 

father seems to render inferior single mother and same-sex families, while privileging 

heterosexual couples. 

The gender equality bonus (Jämställdhetsbonus) that is awarded for equally 

sharing parental leave was a particularly interesting topic during interviews with mothers. 

Some indicated that this was a nice perk but didn’t influence their decision to share the 

leave down the middle. For instance, when Susanne told me that she and her partner split 

the parental leave equally, I asked whether they received the bonus. “Yeah, we got a 

bonus, a lot, a big bonus,” she replied, “since we shared so equally the days. We got a big 
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bonus, I think, I can’t remember how much it was… 8,000 krs [roughly $950 USD], 

which I thought was really strange to get a bonus [laughs].” I asked whether this bonus 

weighed into their decision to split the leave equally in the first place:   

No, definitely not. To me it’s the right thing to do. It’s a normal thing to do. So, I 

was a bit surprised [to receive it]. I mean in Sweden, it’s to encourage people. ... 

But, to me, it’s just normal, definitely normal to share as equal as we could and 

share the responsibility as well. I mean it’s strange to me to not think it’s normal. 

But, yeah, it was nice. We got money [laughs].  

Susanne reflected that the bonus was a nice windfall, but wasn’t an incentive to split 

leave time evenly in her case. Other interviewees suggested that it did explicitly influence 

their decision. I asked Helena, who worked as a governmental coordinator for a local 

agency and has two children five years apart, how she and her husband decided the length 

of parental leave each of them would take after their children were born. She replied: 

Helena: Well, I don’t know if we really planned it. We were quite, you know, 

like just going with the flow. 

Caity: Figuring it out as you went?  

Helena: Yeah, yeah. Yeah, more like that. Yeah, well, actually with the second 

child we did plan it, because by that time also the government was 

introducing something called “equality bonus system,” where 

according to how close to 50/50 you get in taking the leave, then you 

get some amount of money. … So since that bonus system was 

introduced, then actually with the second child, we were planning 

more.  

Caity: Because you wanted to get that bonus?  
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Helena: Yeah, yeah. Or at least to get as close as possible. So, yeah, there we 

were planning.  

Helena suggested that with her first child, when no bonus was available, she and 

her partner played it by ear, determining who would take how much time as the child 

grew older. After the bonus was instituted, however, she said they were more intentional 

in splitting the parental leave evenly in order to receive the largest bonus possible. She 

also mentioned that, “At least with my friends and colleagues, it’s quite usual that you 

share those days of leave, you know, kind of 50/50, not necessarily exactly, but kind of. 

Or at least it’s very usual that the father is at home during some time.” In Helena’s case, 

both the cultural norm of fathers’ leave taking amongst her friends and the availability of 

the gender equality bonus seem to have shaped her and her partner’s decision to divide 

the leave equally.  

 Susanne and Helena highlight the interplay between policy and culture in their 

discussion of dividing parental leave. Swedish culture idealizes people who incorporate 

equality into their family life, which tends to put pressure on people to live up to that 

ideal. This hegemonic cultural ideal is encouraged by Sweden’s work-family policy like 

the gender equality bonus, but it is also a product of Swedish social organization and 

cultural values.  

Feminist Parenting as Good Mothering 

My respondents in general were proud of Sweden’s status as a world leader in 

gender equality and progressive work-family policy. At the same time, they were 

cognizant of the fact that, for example, a gender wage gap persists in Sweden, and that 

women tend to take longer parental leave and work part-time more frequently than do 

men. Mothers seemed to embrace the goal of gender equality in their personal lives. 
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During our interviews, women often connected their personal work and family decisions 

to these larger political goals of equality, working conscientiously in their own families to 

further the broader project of gender equality through their own personal choices about 

work schedules, policy use, career paths, choice in partners, and childrearing techniques, 

among other arenas.  

For example, mothers felt strongly that good parents showed their children that 

men and women can have similar interests and participate in the same activities and 

occupations. Lisa, for example, is an urban planner with a one-year old and a three-year 

old. When she reads bedtime stories to her sons, she told me that she often switches the 

gender pronouns throughout the books so that they hear about men and women in all 

roles equally. She also used the gender neutral pronoun hen for people and objects in 

these stories, rather than the gendered terms han and hon for he and she. She explained 

that many of her friends also use this gender neutral term as a political statement in 

teaching their children to disassociate certain roles with men and with women. In spring 

2015, two years after I conducted my interview with Lisa, Sweden made headlines in 

outlets like the Washington Post, National Public Radio, and the Independent when it 

added hen to the official dictionary for the Swedish language. 

Lisa recounted another anecdote to me about waking up her three-year old one 

morning to tell him that a repair person would be coming to the house to fix their 

refrigerator. She used the gender neutral pronoun hen to describe the worker, and her son 

told her “girls don’t do that job in real life, mom!” An hour later, a female repairperson 

knocked on the door and greeted her son with a smile. He was surprised, and Lisa was 

thrilled that her son saw a woman repair person. I saw this interest in gender neutrality 

reflected around me often during my time in Stockholm. For example, children like those 
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in Illustration 5 tended to wear gender neutral colored clothing (one of these twins is a 

boy, the other is a girl). It was rare that I was able to guess a child’s sex by their clothing. 

 

 

Illustration 5. A mother on maternity leave with her twins. 

I asked another interviewee, Elise (the single mother and journalist), about her 

hopes for her son as an adult, and about her approach to parenting him now. She told me 

that she intended to teach her son about treating women with respect: 

God, I mean I’ve been thinking about that a lot, because, you know, the world is 

going to look so different when he’s at that age, you know? ... I’m trying to raise 

him to respect women. I mean, I think that’s really important. And that he will – I 

will never tolerate, you know, him being macho or sexist or, you know, treat 

women in an unequal way. I mean, that’s not acceptable at all. [laughs] And I 

think that’s really important, as a single mother, to be strong. ... I think especially 

if you’re a single mother with a son you need to be strong and you need to show 
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him that women are strong and that – you know, for him to respect women. And, 

of course, men too.  

As a single mother herself, Elise intended to raise her son to not be sexist, and to see 

women as powerful and capable through role modeling those attributes herself. To her, 

being a strong female role model was central to being a good parent. 

 Another trait that mothers consistently named as central to raising their child well 

was teaching them independence. Ida, a mother of two pre-teens, explained: 

I want them to be individuals. I want them to learn how to make their own 

decisions, how to make mistakes, actually, and how to learn to solve their 

conflicts and mistakes. I’ll be a support. I think it’s really important for the kids to 

have other adults in their lives, not to be dependent on mother and father, that 

there are other grown-ups that are other people for them.  

Ida signaled that teaching her children individuality and conflict-solving were crucial, as 

was exposing them to other adults who could provide a system of support outside the 

nuclear family.  

The feminist parenting strategies deployed by these Swedish mothers are in some 

ways similar to those used by gay and lesbian parents in the United States (Averett 2015). 

Averett found that LGBT parents resisted the binary gender order and deconstructed 

gender stereotypes as a way to resist the heteronormative childrearing norms in the U.S. 

(Averett 2015). Instead, Swedish mothers explained their parenting practices as 

bolstering a gender equality or neutrality paradigm that is hegemonic in Sweden. 
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 “We Don’t Want to Be ‘Curling Parents’”: The Discourse that Daycare is Healthy 

My respondents unanimously voiced the opinion that children are healthy and 

well-rounded when they are socialized by a wide spectrum of people and exposed to a 

variety of environments. They implied that children are less healthy and well-rounded 

when raised by only one or a few people. They all agreed that daycare or preschool 

(dagis or förskola) from a young age was crucial to a “good upbringing.” Mothers often 

referenced the high standards for care workers, healthy food, time spent outdoors, and the 

pedagogical focus to explain why they had no sense of guilt for placing their childcare in 

daycare full-time and returning to work after parental leave.  

The Swedish mothers I interviewed thought so highly of the Swedish childcare 

system that they told me it would be selfish to keep a child over age one at home, given 

the valuable experience of attending Swedish daycare. Public childcare is guaranteed for 

children at age one, which is around the age most women reported wanting to enroll their 

child in daycare. One mother pointed out that if I walked around playgrounds in the city 

mid-day during the week, there would be no children over the age of one because they 

were all attending daycare. She was right. Good Swedish parents, it follows, enroll their 

children in daycare at age one – a goal held by the Swedish government as well. 

The official site of Sweden, sweden.se, has articles in English on its Society page 

(https://sweden.se/society) called “Play is Key in Preschool,” “Sweden – Where Children 

Count,” “Free Education from Age 6 to 19,” “First Ban on Smacking Children,” “From 

Preschool to University in Sweden,” and “10 Things That Make Sweden Family-

Friendly.”2 By publishing in English, the Swedish state is attempting to promote its part 

                                                 
2 This page has 50 articles. Other titles include: “7 Examples of Sustainability in Sweden,” “Gender 

Equality in Sweden,” “Openness Shapes Swedish Society,” “Sweden and Human Rights,” “Why Swedes 

are Okay with Paying Taxes,” “Working for a Gay-Friendly Sweden,” “Elderly Care in Sweden,” “Sweden 

https://sweden.se/society
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in providing a high standard of living to its country’s children. The state is insisting that it 

is not parents alone who are responsible for raising children. My respondents agreed. 

 Relatedly, mothers expressed disdain for parents who are overly involved in and 

obsessed with structuring their children’s lives. Swedes have a name for these people – 

“curling parents.” The term “curling parent” (curlingförälder) is a playful but 

disapproving reference to the sport of ice curling, suggesting that some parents hover 

over their children and frantically sweep away any obstacles to smooth out their path in 

life. These parents aim to cushion the blow of reality and make their children’s lives a bit 

easier. Elise explained: 

Have you heard of the curling mothers? Curling fathers? … It’s a concept that 

means that if you help your child and you – how can I say? You don’t let your 

child think for himself or herself, you don’t let your child make mistakes on his 

own. Or you’re there for the child all the time and support it and pamper it, you 

know the child gets really spoiled. … I’m not like that. … I think my job as a 

parent is to teach my child about life. It’s both good and bad, it’s sad and it’s 

tragic. … I don’t want to protect him too much from reality. … I think the two 

things that are most important to me to teach my child is independence and self-

confidence. Yeah, that’s really important, I think. I think that’s the most essential 

thing.  

As a single mother herself, Elise explained her own need to be independent, and she 

wanted to instill the same trait in her son. She felt she would do him a disservice by 

sheltering him. The term “curling parent” seems to have a cultural parallel in the U.S. 

                                                                                                                                                 
– From Ice Age to IT Age,” and “Sweden’s Disability Policy,” among others. It has its own page for 

migration (https://sweden.se/migration). 
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idea of the “helicopter parent” – parents who flit about their child and over-involve 

themselves in their child’s upbringing.  

Although as a single parent Elise is entitled to all 480 days of leave, she decided 

to put her son in daycare at age one. She described her decision in this way: 

I went back to work because I was bored just being at home. I also thought that 

my son needed to meet other children and to – yeah, because he was really bored 

with me as well, you know? He couldn’t wait to [laughs] get out of the apartment 

and do other things. You know? Because he’s very active – very, very active and 

very curious about the world. … So I thought that I, both me and my son, needed 

to see other people, to see other environments and that’s the main reason why I 

decided to put him in daycare at this young age. 

In Sweden, Elise had both a period of paid leave that she could spend home with her son, 

as well as public daycare as a resource to both enable her return to work and provide a 

“healthy” environment in which her son could learn and grow. High-quality public 

childcare eliminates inequalities in access to care (England and Folbre 2002). In Sweden 

daycare is considered an important tool to eliminate disparities in children’s development 

and outcomes that stem from parents’ own differences in education, income, and other 

resources (Duvander 2008). Mothers themselves felt that Swedish childcare should be a 

universal experience for all children in Sweden – a discourse also promoted by the 

Swedish welfare state. The provision of high quality public childcare more broadly has 

the effect of recognizing and valuing caring labor. 

 

THE PRESSURE OF INTENSIVE PARENTING NORMS 
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Although, in general, the Swedish working mothers were the happiest in my 

sample, some sensed pressure to excel as parents that felt oppressive to them at times. 

Many interviewees in Sweden seemed to feel quiet but steady pressure to perform a 

version of “intensive parenting” (a gender neutral version of Sharon Hays’ “intensive 

mothering”) rooted in class privilege: making home-cooked meals, enrolling their child in 

the best daycare possible, ensuring their children don’t spend “too long” in daycare, and 

making sure they spend plenty of time outdoors came up in the majority of interviews. 

When mothers did feel work-family conflict, they tended to blame these intensive 

parenting ideals.  

One mother felt social opprobrium for picking her child up late from daycare. The 

German mother Marie – who sometimes stayed later than her colleagues in her 

Stockholm office – said that her daughter’s daycare workers had commented on the fact 

that her child was at times the last one to be picked up. “I’m not interested in telling 

them, ‘Oh, I’m stressed out single mom,’ you know? I cannot please everybody. If I 

decide to pick her up at 5:00, and if she’s happy and she’s well, then that’s the most 

important thing. Please let me do whatever I want.”  

Norms about when “good parents” first send their childcare to daycare and how 

many hours a day children are left in these facilities, shape mothers’ decisions about 

when to return to work and how many hours to spend at their jobs. Although my 

respondents seemed universally happy with their children’s daycare experience 

(especially the high education level of caregivers, quality of food, and “pedagogical” 

activities mentioned previously), parents didn’t want their children to be in daycare “too 

long” in the afternoons. Those who were partnered worked hard to alternate their work 

schedules so one parent could pick the kids up in the afternoon, the earlier, the better 

(many cited 3 p.m. as the ideal time). Even though daycare is open later, they didn’t want 
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their children to be there for too many hours. Johanna, the art director, explained her own 

hesitation about long days at childcare:  

I think kindergarten is great. It’s a great place, they have lots of friends and they 

do fun things and they have a really good structure… So it’s really good, it’s a 

good place, but not for too many hours. I think that is a breaking point. I think if 

they have to stay there for the whole time, all of their awakening times it’s 

probably – I mean it’s like us, if you had to be at work from 7:00 in the morning 

to 9:00 in the evening [laughs] it wouldn’t be fun. It’s too much. … I think the 

general view here is that kindergarten is a great place for your kids, [then] of 

course you will have them there eight or nine hours a day. And, I mean most kids 

are OK with that, it’s not like they’re suffering or anything, but it’s – I’m not sure 

if it’s good when they are one year or two years old, three years old, they are still 

so, so, so small. [People think that] if you choose not to work you are not helping 

like the feminist movement. … Why it’s not the mom that has to stay at home? I 

mean the dad could take maybe a year off as well. Both parents could take one 

year each or something. So, it’s not just about the women, it’s about the men as 

well and how they can – if they are prepared to give up more time from work.  

Johanna expressed the most hesitation about childcare for her young child than any of the 

mothers I interviewed. She reported feeling tension because her belief that maybe a child 

should stay home longer than one year clashes with the feminist goal of women’s labor 

force participation, and also with the cultural assumption that children should be in 

daycare at age one. She pointed out, though, that perhaps both goals could be achieved if 

men were able and willing to stay home longer. She and her husband – a management 

consultant – therefore worked very hard to ensure that one of them picks their daughter 
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up every day by 3 p.m. Evident in Johanna’s comments is also the belief that children 

deserve balance in their lives, just like their parents.  

Maja, the engineer, confessed to me that she felt a great deal of pressure to be a 

perfect parent: 

I’m trying not to get stressed out about all of the tips and all of the books and – a 

lot of books and a lot of pressure, I think [is] on parents these days. … In Sweden 

and in Stockholm. I think it’s a big deal. [laughs] … I’m trying not to feel it, but I 

know it’s out there. Like, you have to be the perfect mother, you have to pick 

your child up early from daycare at the same time that you’re making your career 

and you’re really good at your job and you have to cook well and you have to be a 

perfect partner and, you know, all of these bits and pieces that are not fitting 

together. [laughs] Unless you relax a bit.  

When I asked Maja where she perceived this input was coming from to excel at work and 

at home simultaneously, she told me that honestly couldn’t pinpoint a source other than 

herself: 

I don’t have anyone telling me that I should do this or that. I think everyone 

believes we do a great job with [our daughter]. When I look at her she’s a happy 

kid. We must be doing something right [laughs]. I don’t think society expects that 

much of me. … But, I do, I’m afraid. … Combining – especially combining 

working life and a family life. And that’s with the internal pressure. Because I 

think I’m going to do absolutely well enough for everyone around me. But, to 

convince myself of it, that’s going to be the tricky part. And being a good parent, 

I think really if I’m calm and content then she’s going to be too. So, that’s what 

I’m trying to be. [laughs] And that’s what maternity leave is really good for.  
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Maja indicated that she held herself to high standards when it came to parenting. Even 

though all evidence suggested she was doing a great job and she felt well supported and 

admired by those around her, she didn’t think she was doing a good enough job 

combining work and family. Perhaps this worry stems from the rhetoric that the 

combination of motherhood and employment should be seamless and harmonious for 

women in Sweden; when Maja experienced stress, she assumed something must be 

wrong with herself since the system is famous for being arranged to help mothers 

succeed.  

One woman, Ida, felt that working motherhood was so pervasive and the dual 

earner-carer system so deeply engrained in federal law as to exclude other choices for 

mothers who might be interested in staying at home. Ida herself is divorced, makes a high 

income by Swedish standards, and reports loving her work for the government. Yet her 

frustration is palpable in this passage: 

They really want women out in the labor markets so they somehow make it 

impossible for just one person to work, with the mortgage rates, the rent for an 

apartment, everything in Sweden is based on two people working. So, we don’t 

have a system based on one [person] working. No one can afford it. You really 

don’t have a choice. In that sense everyone says, “It’s so good in Sweden,” but 

you don’t have a choice. You cannot stay at home, almost not, of course if you 

have married someone who had a really, really, really high salary, then it might be 

possible, but they built the system to give no choices, you have to work, both of 

you, in a sense. Then they give you daycare centers and benefits, but you don’t 

give the people choices. … But, on the other hand it’s not politically correct in 

some sense. A woman, a Swedish woman today who wants to stay at home with 

her kids is not seen with good eyes, I would say. I mean people would think she’s 
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weird and stupid, and perhaps she has a husband who is deciding this for her. 

They never think it’s a free choice. And she’s – you always look at those persons 

as something strange. 

Ida acknowledged that the system is built around the couple-centric assumption that a 

household has two earners. Her comments push back against the dual-earning family as 

the hegemonic family ideal. As a single mother, her family does not fit this model. 

Luckily her high income means that she is able to support herself and her two children. 

But if she wanted, she could not afford to stop working for pay, even with the assistance 

the government provides for single parents. Ida is right that the Swedish welfare system 

and society is built around the expectation that all adults engage in paid work. As I 

explained previously, for a mother living in Sweden who had any interest in staying 

home, this would be both financially difficult and culturally denigrated.  

 

WOMEN’S SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVEMENTS TO SWEDISH WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

The women I interviewed were well versed about their legal rights via the various 

policy benefits and protections, as well as their intricacies and stipulations. Most women 

referenced the ease with which they interacted with the state social insurance agency 

(Försäkringskassan) directly via a smartphone app as evidence of how accessible and 

easy it was to use their benefits. 

Although Swedish mothers were quite satisfied overall, they still felt there was 

room for improvement in the country’s work-family policies. For example, several 

Swedish mothers said they were frustrated and disappointed that the government only 

paid 80% of their wages during parental leave and when they had to miss work to care for 
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a sick child. One mother told me with annoyance: “So, that’s a really, really big dip when 

it comes to income.” Others felt that daycare centers needed to expand their opening 

hours to accommodate the flexible economy. Although some 24-hour daycare centers 

were available in Stockholm for workers who have unusual schedules, respondents felt 

there should be more of these facilities. One mother mentioned her frustration that 

parental leave time could only be used flexibly up until a child was eight years old, and 

that a parent has a right to reduce their working hours only until a child is eight. She felt 

that the pre-teen years were the age when children really needed to be closely supervised, 

and the government should develop a system for helping care for children of these ages. 

Another woman felt the filing system to get paid for sick days was overly bureaucratic.  

The vast majority of mothers reported that part of the reasoning behind their full-

time work schedule was their knowledge that when women reduce their working hours 

legally to, say, 75%, they actually continue to work 100% full-time but now aren’t paid 

for all the hours. Still others felt that the public sector remained more hospitable for 

parents than the private sector. Finally, although mothers all reported that barriers to their 

occupational success related to their parental status had been removed, many still 

perceived that barriers remained because of their gender.  

I took the photo below (see Illustration 6) on my first day in Stockholm under the 

Liljeholmsbron bridge in a popular, busy park on the island of Södermalm, reflecting the 

sentiment that women could “rule the world,” but were not yet doing so. I was struck by 

this hot-pink subversive political message, suggesting that not all are content with the 

status of women in Sweden or beyond. 
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Illustration 6. Photo of graffiti art taken on my first day in Stockholm. 

The women I interviewed took the equality mandate very seriously, and both trusted and 

expected that the government would continue to work toward the shared goal of gender 

equality. I got the sense generally that mothers were quite satisfied, but felt adamant that 

more could be done to improve the status of women in Sweden. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Overall, Swedish respondents felt satisfied in their ability to balance work and 

family commitments. Mothers reported that they had a strong safety net. They felt well 

supported by Sweden’s gender-egalitarian work-family policies: the government 

supported their dual roles, and mothers expected and in fact felt entitled to this support. 
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There generally seemed to be close alignment between Swedish cultural ideals and work-

family policies and women’s own perceptions of work and family life.  

I did not observe respondents feeling tugged in opposing directions by competing 

devotions to home and work (Blair-Loy 2003) as I did with my western German, Italian, 

and American participants. Intensive parenting norms caused working mothers to feel a 

sense of stress at times, but they did not tend to feel a strong sense of guilt in the 

workplace for feeling that they were letting their employers down as mothers, or at home 

for feeling that they were letting their children down by having a job. The mothers I 

interviewed felt it was inconsequential that they were a parent at work, and that they had 

a job while childrearing.  

I posit that mothers’ lack of work-family conflict and sense of balance stems from 

the fact that they conform to the ideal gendered subject of the Swedish welfare state. The 

mothers I interviewed benefited from their alignment with the state’s political objectives. 

Women without children and mothers who do not work (who are disproportionately 

immigrant mothers in Sweden) likely feel greater stress and stigma than my respondents 

felt because the welfare state is not oriented toward supporting their family models, 

which casts their family formations as abject.  

What working mothers want and expect in Sweden when it comes to their work-

family balance is heavily shaped by their social context. My Swedish respondents 

expected to combine employment with raising children without stress or difficulty, and 

they wanted gender equality at home and at work. They expected that the state would 

help support these goals, and indeed, the Swedish government and its policies – as well 

as Swedish cultural norms -- are oriented toward these ideals. 

The sense of shared social responsibility amongst Swedes seems to help lessen the 

burdens of middle-income working mothers, which is potentially related to its cultural 
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homogeneity. Ann Orloff (2009b:141), a leading scholar on gender and welfare states, 

writes,  

Historical accounts of the development of systems of social provision and 

regulation are increasingly highlighting the link between generous programs (such 

as those provided in the Nordic countries…) and the existence of “we-feeling,” or 

solidarity based in perceived ethnic, “racial” and/or religious homogeneity 

(Antonnen, 2002; Ferrera, 2006). This in turn has been linked to practices of 

social closure, until recently at the level of the nation-state.  

Orloff suggests that although the transnational movement of people, capital, and ideas has 

increased dramatically in recent decades, national solidarity and this “we-feeling” still 

depend on a clearly delineated “we.” Orloff cites Maurizio Ferrera, a scholar of welfare 

and citizenship in Europe, who argues that “solidarity remains a national affair . . . Social 

sharing builds on ‘closure.’ It presupposes the existence of a clearly demarcated and 

cohesive community, whose members feel they belong to the same whole and that they 

are linked by reciprocity” (as cited in Orloff 2009b:141). A country like Sweden has long 

shared a sense of national solidarity, a sentiment echoed by my respondents.  

Results from my interviews suggest that Sweden’s shared sense of social 

responsibility is tied to high levels of solidarity and a perceived sense of reciprocity 

between women and men, employers and employees, and citizens and the government. I 

argue that these are economic and social preconditions necessary for gender equality to 

emerge. 
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Chapter 3.  Former East Germany: 

“I Wouldn’t Know How to Handle 40 Hours. That’s No Life” 

 

Dorothea greeted me at the front door to her second-story flat with her nine-

month-old daughter on her hip. She invited me through the entryway and across the hall, 

seating me at a table in her small kitchen where we ate sliced pears and peaches 

throughout our interview while she breastfed her daughter periodically. Dorothea was 

born in East Germany and was seven years old when the wall came down. She has a 

master’s degree and teaches German and English at a nearby school 23 hours a week. She 

loves this job, and has never worked full-time. She envisions herself working in this 

position indefinitely. Her three-year-old was at childcare when we met, and Dorothea was 

home on parental leave with her younger daughter. She has taken one year of paid leave 

after both children were born, and her husband took four and then three months’ leave 

respectively from his job as a computer scientist. Dorothea was quite satisfied with the 

leave time available to her and never questioned that she would return to work: 

It was normal to see that my mom was working, not a stay-at-home mom. I went 

to kindergarten really early. I think when I was six or eight weeks old. And I 

thought, “Okay, one year is okay. I can take care of her basic needs and then I go 

off to work.” … [I’ll be] breastfeeding and everything but other than that it would 

bore me out. So I need to work again. I also want to earn money again for my 

pension and everything. I don't want to stay home for three years [the norm in 

western Germany]. And the other reason is that I think going to daycare early is 

better for the kids. … I think, especially young kids, they totally benefit from 

other kids.  
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In the GDR, Dorothea was raised in an environment where mothers were expected to 

work outside the home. She thought it was healthy for children to go to daycare in their 

first year of life, as she did herself, and planned to return to work secure in the knowledge 

that her daughters were well cared for at daycare. She also mentioned how easy it was to 

find childcare in Berlin, given the universal facilities available to families left over from 

the GDR. 

Knowing that mothers in western Germany often take up to three years of leave or 

leave the labor force altogether after having children (see Chapter 4), I asked Dorothea 

whether she felt any guilt at returning to work while her children were young. She 

replied, “I'm not guilty that I work. I think it's important to be a role model. And when 

they are older I want to work too. And for me [demonstrating] another world that a 

woman has is important. … I want to imprint that on my daughters as well.” Like the 

Swedish mothers I spoke with, Dorothea reported wanting to embody a feminist 

perspective in her parenting. She continued: 

I think it's more common for women in my environment to start working again. 

Maybe after one year or two years. Stay-at-home moms are not around that much 

[in Berlin]. But I wouldn't judge them. If they say, “I want to stay at home for 

three years or more or longer,” it's okay for them. They have good reasons to do 

that, and I couldn't do that personally, but it doesn't mean that other people can't. 

Dorothea explained that although she herself didn’t want to stay home permanently, she 

wouldn’t pass judgment on mothers who did.  

She expressed frustration that women in Berlin who did work still lagged behind 

men in earnings and occupational attainment, and wanted better for her children: “I hope 

for my daughters that they can have jobs where they can fulfill themselves, and where 

they can be successful without any hindrance. Without the glass ceiling. I hope in 20 
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years that life is going to be different.” On the other hand, Dorothea pointed out that there 

had been positive changes in men’s involvement in family life. Her husband had also 

grown up in East Germany, and both of them wanted more equality in their relationships 

than their parents had: “I found a partner who agrees to that.” She told me that her 

husband: 

not only [does] housework but [is] also taking care of the kids. And he also loves 

spending time with them, and I think that's a changing father role. … The parents 

of the child have an equally big role. He can't breastfeed but that's the only thing 

that he can't do. And I see a lot of fathers in my environment… and they are doing 

the same parenting style as we do. Some men are more at home taking care of the 

kids. … So that's really cool.  

Dorothea’s husband participated much more at home than her own father did, and she 

sees this same dynamic playing out amongst her peers in Berlin.  

However, towards the end of our interview, she reflected on the pressure she feels 

at times to live up to a traditional version of motherhood that still places the burden of 

childrearing and domestic labor mostly on mothers: 

I think the demand society has for moms, they are like, “Mom has to do 

everything perfectly. And when the kids are not well behaved, it's the mom's fault. 

When they have another problem it's the mom's fault.” I try to distance myself 

from that or to reflect on the things that society wants from a mom. And you have 

to be perfect in any direction. Perfect homemaker, look great, and bring home-

baked cookies to the kindergarten. I feel that pressure but I distance myself from 

it. “No, I'm working, I can't bake a cake.”  

Dorothea’s reflections encapsulate much of what I heard from working mothers in 

Berlin: they enjoyed their work and didn’t want to stay home. They thought it was 
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important for themselves and the broader project of gender equality that mothers 

participate in paid work, and perceived that the majority of mothers in Berlin also worked 

– though they said they wouldn’t judge a mother for deciding to stay at home. They were 

eager to share things equally with their partners, and thought fathers were taking a more 

active role in family life than in previous generations. But they realized that mothers still 

tended to work fewer hours than fathers and often shouldered more responsibility for 

children. Most of my respondents in Berlin said a full-time schedule was unappealing, 

and they reported feeling satisfied with the available parental leave, childcare options, 

and opportunity to work flexible and part-time schedules. They also perceived some 

pressure to live up to an idealized version of motherhood that required intensive time and 

attention. Overall, they reported experiencing relatively little work-family conflict.  

Berlin, Germany’s capital city, is an interesting case for a study of working 

mothers and work-family policy. Berlin does not fit neatly into existing categories of 

welfare state regimes: its citizens lived in one culture and policy environment for four 

decades, and then practically overnight, were required to adapt to a welfare framework 

not at all aligned with longstanding cultural norms about work and family. Since 2007, 

Berlin’s work-family policy has shifted again dramatically toward a Scandinavian-style 

dual-earner/carer model. Geographically and politically, Berliners remain closer to their 

Scandinavian neighbors to the north than to their counterparts in western Germany.  

This chapter examines the experiences of middle-income working mothers in 

Berlin whose comments and opinions seemed wedged ideologically between these two 

neighboring welfare state models: the social-democratic model to their north, and the 

conservative model to their south and west. Even 25 years after reunification, the 

working mothers I interviewed in Berlin expressed attitudes deeply shaped by its socialist 

legacy, which has much in common with the contemporary policy in social-democratic 
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welfare states like Sweden. My respondents in Berlin were highly work-oriented, had 

easier access to childcare, talked openly about motherhood at work, and seemed to feel 

much more equality in their relationships with their partners than did their counterparts in 

western Germany. On the other hand, mothers were less career-driven than my 

Stockholm respondents, worked fewer hours, and generally had not reached the level of 

gender equality in their division of labor at home as had women in Stockholm. However, 

mothers in Berlin reported experiencing more equality and espoused more rhetoric of 

dual earning and caring than American, western German, and Italian mothers.  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

In this chapter, I begin by describing former East Germany’s shifting work-family 

policy over the past half-century. The second section describes the respondents’ 

perception of cultural acceptance for working motherhood in Berlin, and mothers’ 

satisfaction with the work-family policies that enabled a high level of satisfaction in 

balancing their work and family lives.  

The third section explains that while mothers believed that Berlin welcomed a 

diversity of work-family models, it is not coincidental that most mothers worked part-

time. Most mothers tended to feel that full-time work and “high careers” created 

undesirable work-family conflict. They avoided this conflict by working reduced hours. I 

argue that part-time work enables mothers to live up to an ideal conception of 

motherhood in this hybrid welfare state: working, but not too much, while prioritizing 

their children’s wellbeing.  

The fourth section explores the experiences of the outliers in my sample: mothers 

who worked full-time and were ambitious in their careers. Mothers tried to distance 
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themselves from the stigma that they felt, but even to this group, it was clear they 

understood they didn’t fulfill the hegemonic cultural definition of a good mother. I 

conclude with some thoughts about the alignment between part-time working mothers’ 

satisfaction with their work-family balance and German state ideals about employment 

and motherhood. 

 

FORMER EAST GERMANY’S SHIFTING WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

The former East Germany (i.e., the German Democratic Republic or GDR), spent 

40 years as a socialist state (1949-1989) after Germany was divided into two separate 

countries in the aftermath of World War II. Their constitution guaranteed the right to 

employment, and after 1961, the “right and duty” to employment. Both the moral 

pressure to work and dearth of institutions to support the unemployed drew people into 

the labor force (Kreyenfeld 2004). Maternal employment was also quasi-compulsory 

under the GDR, fueled by the economic need and the cultural ideology that everyone 

must work for pay. Even so, women maintained primary responsibility for the home. 

Socialist employment and family policies were pro-natalist and sought to help women 

combine their productive and reproductive labor, promoting family and employment as 

equally important for women (but not for men) (Kreyenfeld 2004).  

The East German economic system was centrally organized, and the state 

provided universal healthcare, public education and childcare, public transportation, and 

subsidized food prices (Kreyenfeld 2004; Szydlik 2002; Trappe and Rosenfeld 1998). 

Social provisioning was especially generous for those who lived up to the state-endorsed 

life course model for East German citizens: early marriage, full employment, and several 
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children (Kreyenfeld 2004). This model privileged heterosexual married couples. The 

state incentivized marriage and parenthood through controlling access to resources like 

housing, loans, and public holiday camps (Struffolino, Studer, and Fasang 2015). For 

instance, couples who married could apply for an interest-free loan (the “marriage loan”) 

intended to help buy furniture and household appliances, which was forgiven in 

increments with each child’s birth. Working mothers with two or more children could 

take a paid parental leave (Babyjahr) and those with three or more children received extra 

holidays and the right to reduce their working hours (Kreyenfeld 2004).   

The state made available near universal daycare, which aimed to educate children 

with socialist principles, and extensive employment-oriented maternity benefits meant to 

free mothers to work (Ostner et al. 2003). Although the East German government stated a 

commitment to eliminating gender inequality in paid work, this goal was never fully 

realized: women lagged behind men under the GDR in earnings, experienced 

occupational segregation, and were burdened by the unequal household division of labor, 

even into the 1980s and amongst younger cohorts of women (Gangl and Ziefle 2015; 

Kolinsky 2003; Rosenfeld et al. 2004; Schenk 2003).  

While the GDR sought to be an egalitarian society, it has also been criticized for 

being dictatorial, engaging in widespread censorship and political repression (Jarausch 

2015). For the most part, people weren’t permitted to travel outside the GDR and there 

was little freedom of information: the government controlled the press, television, and 

radio stations; all public exhibitions of arts and culture were subject to censorship; and 

western publications were forbidden (Jarausch 1999). Criticism of any aspect of the East 

German way of life or political regime was cause for investigation, surveillance, or arrest 

(Jarausch 1999).  
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Official reunification between East and West Germany in October 1990 meant the 

collision of two radically different gender regimes (see Figure 8): the former East 

Germany (with its universal employment model) was forced to adopt the West German 

conservative legal framework and male breadwinner model. This model valued a 

traditional gender division of labor and discouraged women’s employment (Rosenfeld et 

al. 2004). After 1990, East German institutions, policies, and employment structures 

transformed rapidly once the West German government took over, converging quickly 

toward the conservative welfare state model of the West. Western Germany remained 

virtually unchanged after reunification (Rosenfeld et al. 2004).  

 

 

Figure 8. Timeline of Former East Germany Welfare State and Family Models. 

A host of studies have taken advantage of the quasi-experimental nature of the 

reunification of East and West Germany to elaborate theoretically and empirically about 

the relationship between public policy, gender inequality, and women’s employment (e.g. 

Braun, Scott, and Alwin 1994; Gangl and Ziefle 2015; Hanel and Riphahn 2012; Lee et 

al. 2007; Pfau-Effinger and Smidt 2011; Rosenfeld, Trappe, and Gornick 2004; Trappe 

and Rosenfeld 1998, 2000; Ziefle and Gangl 2014). For example, a recent study by Gangl 

and Ziefle (2015) used unique longitudinal survey data to examine women’s changing 

work commitment in conjunction with a watershed policy reform of Germany’s statutory 

parental leave program. In 1992 the country extended its parental leave to 36 months 
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following childbirth, making it one of the world’s most generous leave entitlements 

(Henderson and White 2004; Pettit and Hook 2009; Ray, Gornick, and Schmitt 2010; 

Korpi et al. 2013). The authors found that women’s work commitment declined in both 

the former East and West Germanies following this policy shift. They also demonstrate 

that this change in women’s preferences contributed to deterring women’s labor force 

participation following childbirth, especially to full-time employment, implying that 

“preferences indeed follow policy” (Gangl and Ziefle 2015:551). They conclude that the 

adoption of the West German system of parental leave likely contributed to East-West 

convergence in mothers’ subjective work commitment and actual employment.   

Despite this convergence, the socialist legacy of the former GDR is still evident in 

several institutional arenas. First, there are more public childcare centers for pre-

kindergarten children in former East Germany than in western Germany (Engstler and 

Menning 2003). Figure 9 below is evidence of both the prevalence (i.e., structural 

support) and use (i.e., cultural support) of these care facilities compared to western 

Germany. Second, former East German women’s labor force participation has remained 

above levels in western Germany, especially for mothers with young children (Rosenfeld 

et al. 2004; Hanel and Riphahn 2012). Third, gender norms remain more egalitarian 

amongst women and men in the former East (Braun, Scott, and Alwin 1994; Lee, Alwin, 

and Tufiş 2007).  
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Figure 9. Percentage of Young Children in Full-Time Childcare in East and West 

Germany. (Source: “The Berlin Wall fell 25 years ago, but Germany is still divided” 

by Rick Noack, Washington Post, October 31, 2014). 

Frieda, a 28-year-old teacher, recounted an anecdote that exemplifies the 

remaining difference in attitudes between former East and West Germany. Freida and I 

met while she was on maternity leave with her first child. She grew up in western 

Germany and on a recent visit home she told her grandmother that her one-year-old son 

would begin attending childcare in the coming weeks. Frieda’s grandmother admonished 

her, saying it was far too early for a child to be away from his mother while she returned 

to work. The following week, Frieda was at a party in Berlin and mentioned off-handedly 

to an elderly woman her plans to begin public childcare soon. “You have not started him 

there yet?” she scolded. “He should be there already!” Frieda said experiences like this 

made her thankful she lived in Berlin, where attitudes were more progressive towards 

mothers interested in working while their children were young. 
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Today, Berlin has a reputation as an unusually progressive, open-minded, artistic, 

diverse city. Six of my respondents grew up in former East Germany. The other 19 (12 

from western Germany, seven from outside of Germany) all explained that this image of 

Berlin drew them to move there to work and raise their families. 

Compared to the rest of Germany, Berlin’s population is both young (with more 

than 40% of the population under age 35), and racially heterogeneous (with people from 

roughly 180 countries, representing about 30% of the population) (Federal State of Berlin 

2014; Segarra 2015). The mayor touts Berlin as a “dynamic, tolerant, culturally diverse 

metropolis… and the city’s open-minded atmosphere draws talented people from all over 

the world” (Federal State of Berlin 2014). This quote signals the city’s interest in 

attracting a certain kind of immigrant worker: those who are highly educated and 

working in professional occupations, like my respondents. Berlin also has a large non-

professional immigrant population. Like Sweden, Germany is struggling to integrate its 

substantial foreign-born refugee population, who have higher rates of unemployment and 

lower rates of education than native-born inhabitants (Kroehnert, Medicus, and Klingholz 

2006; Spiegel Staff 2015). My respondents occupied a place of privilege in Berlin given 

their education, incomes, and occupations, as they are the targeted recipients of state 

support. 

 

CULTURAL ACCEPTANCE AND POLICY SUPPORTS FOR WORKING MOTHERHOOD 

 

Like the mothers I interviewed in Stockholm, respondents in Berlin expressed a 

strong orientation to work. They explained that they benefited from working, while their 

children benefited from daycare. Clara, a 31-year-old political adviser, is a mother of 
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two-year-old twins and was pregnant with her third child at the time of our interview. She 

told me, “I never questioned working [while having] children. That was always 100% 

clear to me.” I asked whether she had considered quitting work altogether to be a stay-at-

home mom, and she responded with laughter and shook her head “no” vigorously: 

Never, no. I think it wouldn't be to anyone's benefit [laughs]. Including the twins’ 

[laughs]. I think because we would just be really, really annoyed with each other. 

I mean, they are so much work and so much trouble. And I think they also like to 

be around other kids. I know this sounds like the things that mothers tell 

themselves [laughs]. When I stay at home with them for a day or two because the 

Tagesmutter [babysitter] isn't around or she took a week off, then I really have to 

find ways to fill our days. … I just wouldn't be able to fill an entire year of 365 

days [laughs]. And I actually really do think that being around kids is fun for 

them. That's why I'm looking forward to them going to the Kita [daycare] in 

September because there are more kids there and I think they are ready to dive 

into even more complete social life… 

Clara thought that being a stay-at-home mother wouldn’t suit her or her children. She got 

worn out spending several days straight with them when the babysitter3 was unavailable, 

and thought her children benefited from socializing with other kids. She noted, though, 

that perhaps “this sounds like the things that mothers tell themselves” – a justification for 

working outside the home that perhaps reduced feelings of guilt rooted in intensive 

mothering norms, which I discuss later in the chapter. 

                                                 
3 Some mothers chose to hire a Tagesmutter or “childminder” to care for their children prior to enrolling 

them in the Kita (daycare). These caregivers are registered with the city and take on a small number of 

children in their own homes. They are covered by all labor and social legislation and pay taxes and social 

security contributions. The few Tagesmutter hired by my respondents were all native-born German women. 

I could not find any data on the sorts of workers employed as Tagesmutters in Berlin or in Germany. 
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Interviewees also justified their interest in working for pay by pointing to 

unhappy women acquaintances or relatives who didn’t work. Junni, who is Danish, told 

me: “My mother definitely believes she had too little to do and that she was kind of an 

unhappy woman.” She laughed when I asked if she had ever considered a similar path, 

replying: “I like working. I think it's a big part of my identity.” Most mothers explained 

that they had worked hard to obtain an education and felt fulfilled and satisfied by their 

jobs. The mothers in my Berlin sample were generally highly educated: all but two held a 

bachelor’s degree or higher. For those mothers living in Berlin with lower levels of 

education, who are disproportionately immigrant women, the incentive to work outside 

the home is likely lower.  

The cultural acceptance of working mothers was strongest amongst my six 

respondents who were born in East Germany. In keeping with the dictates of the socialist 

welfare state in which they were raised, these mothers said it was never a question that 

they would work as adults. As was standard practice at the time, they started childcare 

when they were eight weeks old in state-run Kitas [childcare facilities], and grew up with 

mothers and fathers who worked full-time. These Kitas were central to East German life 

(Rosenfeld et al. 2004). Twenty-five years after the fall of the Berlin Wall, many of these 

same Kitas are still in operation, referred to as Ost Kitas (Eastern Daycares), with some 

of the same employees working there today.  

Adela, whom I interviewed while on parental leave, grew up in the GDR. She 

explained the hegemonic pattern of work and family formation for her parents’ 

generation: 

My mom was born in ’52, I was born in ’76. They needed everyone in the 

production work. It was really common to give your baby to the Kinderkrippe 

[childcare] at eight weeks old. The parents used to be very young, she was 21 
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[when she gave birth the first time] like all of her friends. That was the common 

thing to do. You go to school, you do some sort of degree, then you marry right 

away, get children right away, up until the age of 25 all the families were 

complete. 

Adela’s mother followed the state-endorsed life course trajectory for women by 

combining employment and caregiving in the GDR: she went to school, got married, 

gave birth at 21 and 24, put her children into daycare at eight weeks old, and went back to 

work full-time. The majority of East German women followed the same pathway through 

education, paid work, marriage, and childbearing (Kreyenfeld 2004).  

This deep inculcation with GDR ideology surfaced during interviews when 

women recounted their first experience outside the GDR after the wall came down. Gerda 

described her shock upon visiting the west for the first time when she was 13 years old. 

She vividly recounted her elementary and middle school days in the GDR where students 

were required to wear uniforms and memorize and repeat chants about working hard and 

being neighborly and cooperative. She reflected at length about her belief that “beyond 

the wall” everyone was unemployed, impoverished, and living on the streets. After the 

wall came down in 1989, Gerda and her family traveled to Hamburg. Sitting at her dining 

room table with her eyes unfocused and cast away from me, as one does when recalling 

an old but vivid memory, Gerda described her astonishment that there were no homeless 

people on the street. Instead, she remembers Hamburg as being colorful, bright, and filled 

with advertisements. She felt overloaded with sensory stimulation after a lifetime in the 

comparatively more uniform world of the GDR. 

The mothers I interviewed who were born under the socialist welfare regime 

thought it was inevitable that they would work while raising children themselves because 

this was the only model they had witnessed – employment kept people from living on the 
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streets like they were told happened to other Germans “beyond the wall.” Even when the 

bubble burst after reunification and it became clear to respondents that life could be lived 

another way, these deeply engrained cultural beliefs seemed to survive for my 

respondents.  

The vast majority of Berlin respondents said they wouldn’t want to be stay-at-

home mothers themselves, though they were quick to mention they wouldn’t judge 

mothers who did. But two respondents were outliers in this regard, saying they had 

considered staying at home at least temporarily. Adela, who worked part-time as a 

secretary, thought it might be less stressful to stay at home in order to find a job she 

enjoyed more rather than trying to job hunt while working part-time and caring for their 

home and son. Another mother, Irena, was Dutch and said that although she was 

aggressively pursuing a career at the moment, she could imagine taking a period of time 

off to spend with her children before continuing work again. Both of these mothers still 

envisioned working after taking a short break from employment, and did not report an 

interest in staying at home indefinitely. 

 

Rhetoric of Satisfaction with Work-Family Policies 

I suggest that a primary reason why the mothers in my Berlin sample wanted to 

work was because they were also highly satisfied with the available work-family policies. 

Respondents felt that Berlin culture in general was supportive of working mothers and 

their policy use. Women in Berlin had access to and used precisely the work-family 

policies to resolve conflict between motherhood and employment that my American 

respondents reported wanting desperately: most worked a part-time schedule, used 

flexible hours and telecommuting options, took the full one year of available leave, used 
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the high-quality affordable childcare universal to Berlin, and had partners who actively 

helped at home and used policies themselves.   

Some mothers discussed how helpful the local classes, support groups, family 

centers, and midwife home visits were to their wellbeing before and after giving birth. 

Soon-to-be mothers often took free or low-cost courses on topics like cloth diapering and 

breastfeeding and joined support groups organized by neighborhood after their babies 

were born. All new mothers living in Germany are entitled to midwife home visits for 

postpartum care, fully paid by the state’s public insurance program, which my 

respondents reported using. 

I visited a parents’ center during my fieldwork in Berlin, just a few blocks away 

from the old Stasi headquarters. I arrived shortly before a class began and drank a cup of 

coffee with the center’s director, watching parents file in. These parents – mostly 

mothers, but a couple of fathers – placed their strollers outside the door, removed their 

shoes, lifted their baby over a short gate, and entered a brightly-lit room for a toddlers’ 

music class. I chatted with the supervisor and two employees during the hour-long class 

while they explained the various course offerings and the sorts of families that frequented 

their center, situated in a lower middle-class neighborhood surrounded by tall, 

nondescript, concrete GDR-era apartment buildings. The walls of the center displayed 

pastel-colored posters that were slightly dated and faded, picturing smiling babies and 

parents. The sound of tambourines and singing floated around the room, and parents 

eventually filed out chatting, intimate in their familiarity with one another. The director 

explained that these centers could be found in every neighborhood in Berlin. I wondered 

to myself how different life would be for American mothers if they had this level of 

institutional support. 
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In Berlin, mothers were hard pressed when asked to brainstorm what they would 

like to see improved in the workplace or by the government. They suggested that more 

job-shares be made available, daycare centers employ more men, extend opening hours at 

all daycare centers, and allow women to choose whether or not they take the six weeks’ 

paid maternity leave before childbirth that was currently mandatory.4 Women who 

worked in offices with rigid rules about clocking in and out suggested that a bit more 

flexibility would reduce their daily stress. Many mothers mentioned the outdated tax 

structure that still incentivizes a male breadwinner/female part-time worker model. They 

advocated moving to the Scandinavian model of individualized taxation. 

The European mothers I interviewed in Berlin were satisfied but not overly so 

when discussing these work-family policies. They expected these supports. However, the 

two American mothers I interviewed were effusive in their gratitude5 for the work-family 

policies, widespread cultural acceptance of working motherhood, and universal childcare 

facilities. Both Erin and Nicole said they did not plan to return to the U.S. because they 

didn’t want to lose the supports they enjoyed so much in Berlin. Silke, a German mother 

who worked as an au pair in the U.S. for several years, thought it must be hard to be 

pregnant in the States: 

People work until they basically pop. It's such an advantage to be able to take care 

of yourself and mentally prepare yourself and physically prepare yourself. And I 

know in the last few weeks [of pregnancy], at least the last four, it would've been 

                                                 
4 Several mothers who felt healthy throughout their pregnancies and up until childbirth mentioned with 

admiration that women could work up until giving birth in the U.S. They didn’t realize that mothers didn’t 

have a choice until I explained it to them post-interview. Their faces registered looks of surprise and 

dismay upon learning about the lack of paid time off before and after childbirth. The vast majority of 

European interviewees had a vague sense that policies tended to be less supportive in the U.S., but 

expressed shock in learning the specifics. 
5 Chapter 6 explores this discourse of luck and gratitude amongst my American respondents in greater 

depth. 
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really hard for me. I mean, I couldn't even sit that long. And I don't know how – I 

mean, I guess you'd do it if you have to. 

Silke had a hard time imagining working right up until childbirth like American mothers 

did. At a different point in our interview, I asked how many sick days she was allowed to 

take off from work, and Silke replied incredulously with laughter, shaking her head, “Just 

the word ‘sick days’ alone just is crazy to me! [laughs] Because there's no limit on sick 

days here. If you're sick, you're sick!” Silke also couldn’t fathom not having parental 

leave time to breastfeed and recover from childbirth: 

It's such a luxury to know that I can take this time and that it's my choice whether 

I want to breastfeed or not without having to worry about how I'm going to do 

that when I go back to work. … The sheer physical stress of doing breastfeeding 

and not sleeping at night, I have no idea how people handle that when they're 

working. … It seems so – I mean, it's just so hard for me to get my head around 

that. 

Again, Silke had a hard time “getting her head around” the idea that a mother doesn’t 

have the option to stay home after giving birth. This inconceivability was evident in her 

stuttering, halting speech patterns.  

Nicole, the American mother, told me she laughed when she heard German 

mothers complain about the child allowance being too small a sum (roughly $200 a 

month): “I think it's very generous. … And I hear a lot of complaints, ‘Oh, this is not 

enough.’ And then I say, ‘Okay, well I don't know of anywhere else where you get this. … 

This is not a given.’” German mothers felt entitled to these benefits, while Nicole knew 

that these were pipe dreams for most U.S. mothers. For Nicole, living as an American in 

Berlin afforded her this outsider-within perspective (Collins 1986). She reflected, “I'm so 

thankful for what you get here. I can't say that there is any sort of extra cherry on the top 
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which I think I deserve or need. I feel like Germans sort of see it that way but I certainly 

feel like everything that they give you is pretty good.” Nicole felt that Germans should be 

more grateful for the policies they were afforded. Unlike the United States, these work-

family policies are woven into the fabric of German society: German mothers expected 

support in balancing their work and family responsibilities, whereas American mothers 

did not, and were thrilled to receive it. 

 

Diversity of Mothers’ Work Patterns 

Mothers reported sensing a diversity of accepted work-family models in Berlin. 

Unlike in Stockholm, my Berlin respondents all said they knew some women who were 

stay-at-home mothers, some who worked full-time, and others who worked part-time. 

They reported that it was also common for men to work reduced hours and to participate 

in childrearing and housework alongside their partners. Respondents felt that single 

motherhood seemed unusual and commonplace in Berlin; the five single mothers I 

interviewed said that they felt no stigma for raising a child alone, though they felt the 

government should increase benefits for single parents – indicating a cultural acceptance 

but lack of policy support for their families.  

My respondents perceived that Berlin was a place where the combination of work 

and family took many forms without judgment. As I mentioned earlier, Berlin touts itself 

as a city that celebrates diversity, and many respondents referenced the well-established 

LGBT and immigrant communities when describing what they liked about living there. I 

interviewed three Scandinavian mothers living in Berlin who all said they were attracted 

to Berlin’s heterogeneity compared to their home societies of Finland, Denmark, and 

Holland. Illustrations 7-10 below are snapshots I took around Berlin. 
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Illustration 7. A father and his son having a snack. 

Illustration 8. A mother comforting her infant. 

    

Illustration 9. A father entertaining his baby outside a shop. 

Illustration 10. Children play with bubbles in a public square. 
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A great diversity of family types can be seen on the streets of Berlin. 

While the mothers I interviewed seemed to embrace the fact that Berlin was a 

place where families could combine work and family in a number of different ways 

without facing criticism, it is noteworthy that the vast majority of my respondents worked 

part-time. Only five of my 25 participants worked 40 or more hours a week. Why might 

this be?  

It is possible that this is a selection bias: perhaps full-time working mothers were 

less interested in carving out time to meet with me. But I suggest that mothers’ decisions 

to work part-time reflect the peculiar historical legacy of Berlin, in particular its hybrid 

framework that has undergone three major shifts over the past half-century. Part-time 

working mothers in Berlin embody both (1) the socialist and social-democratic welfare 

state ideal that women work while raising children, and (2) the conservative welfare state 

ideal that women prioritize family over work. These mothers reflect two ideals 

simultaneously—part-time work allowed them to prioritize both work and family. But 

unlike the research conducted with American mothers working part-time who claim to 

enjoy the “best of both worlds” and actually do not (Webber and Williams 2008), my 

respondents in Berlin are well supported in their choice, although they acknowledged 

certain costs associated with working part-time that I discuss below. 

Although many worked part-time, respondents’ working hours were not uniform 

(as they were in Sweden and most of Italy and the U.S.), suggesting that mothers indeed 

felt comfortable pursuing a wider variety of options in combining employment with 

motherhood. Figure 10 shows this wide dispersal. The only interviewee who worked 

more than 45 hours a week was an American mother living in Berlin. 

 



 106 

 

Figure 10. Berlin respondents’ working hours. 

The next section investigates mothers’ various explanations for their part-time 

work, which are rooted in gendered ideologies about the “good mother.” The last section 

explores the outliers in my sample: mothers who worked full-time and experienced 

stigma as a result.  

 

PRIVILEGING PART-TIME WORKING MOTHERHOOD AND “JOBS” NOT “CAREERS” 

 

“30 Hours Works Well with Our Family Schedule” 

Respondents reported that working fewer than 40 hours/week was critical to 

achieving work-family balance. Clara, the political adviser and mother of two-year-old 

twins, was pregnant with her third child when we met. She has a master’s degree, as does 

her partner. They both enjoyed their work immensely while working less than full-time – 

Clara worked 30 hours a week, and her partner worked 25. Of the 19 partnered women I 

interviewed in Berlin, it was common for their partners to also work reduced hours, but 
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Clara’s was the only one who worked fewer hours than her. I asked her how they decided 

upon their part-time schedules: 

Clara: I think all my friends said that I was going to regret going back full time. 

And looking at it, I wouldn't know how to handle 40 hours. I know a lot of 

women do, so it's stupid. Of course I'd be able to handle it. But I leave the 

house at 7:30, take the kids to daycare, leave there at 8 and then work until 

3:30. And so I'd have to work two more hours and I'd be home at, what? 

6:30? And then my kids go to bed at 8. That's no life. And all of that at the 

expense of my husband who would have to take care of them by himself 

during the long hours of the afternoon [laughs]. 

Caity: How many hours is he working right now? 

Clara: 25. 

Caity: Is that by choice? 

Clara: That's also by choice, yeah. I mean the job was advertised at 20 hours and 

then he increased after he started and I think they'd be happy for him to 

increase further but we don't really see how that would fit into our family 

schedule. 

Caity: Did you have an explicit conversation with your partner about how much 

you were going to work after the twins were born or was that something 

you decided on your own? 

Clara: We definitely did because I basically had a free choice of how many hours 

I was going to do. And so we definitely said that 30 hours works well with 

our family schedule. And then when his job was advertised it was 20 

hours. And we both said that this is really good for us. That working part-

time, both of us, was – especially going back into work after the kids are 
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born – would be really good. And it's also something we said we wouldn't 

change now even though we're going to do the classic parental leave 

model now with the kids, me staying at home for seven months and then 

him staying at home for seven months. 

Working 40 hours a week felt highly undesirable to Clara: she knew that she would regret 

it because “all her friends” told her so, and that a full-time work schedule would give her 

“no life.” She and her partner couldn’t envision their family schedule any other way than 

both working part-time. Clara got to choose her own hours and decided that a 30-hour 

work week felt ideal. She also reflected that her positive work-family balance was due to 

her partner participating equally, and the supportive childcare facilities and cultural 

attitudes in Berlin. Clara had the most egalitarian arrangement among my Berlin 

respondents, including the equal sharing of parental leave. 

 Clara felt with this schedule that she was succeeding both at work and at home as 

a mother. Part-time workers do not experience wage penalties for working reduced hours 

as they do in the United States (Gangl and Ziefle 2009). But she acknowledged that her 

part-time schedule and work-family balance were also enabled by the progressive 

workplace culture, supportive boss, participatory husband, and prevalent daycare 

facilities. She brought this up when I asked whether it was possible for women to be a 

successful worker and a successful mother at the same time in Berlin: 

I think I am [laughs]. I think it depends on the employer as well. … I think I do 

have a very progressive work environment with really really cool colleagues who 

understand most of my worries. … I think that my own personal set up at home 

isn't quite the average set up than the rest of the public having a husband or 

partner who works less, earns less, takes care of the kids more, it’s not so usual. 

And the same goes for my friends, my girlfriends mostly – they mostly have 
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relationships that are eye to eye or working on getting there. … I think it's also – 

it's not necessarily a question of choice. I think that especially in the countryside, 

daycare facilities have really different opening hours than in Berlin. It's much 

more common for women to stay at home for a longer period of time, to work less 

hours a week. I think Berlin is pretty accommodating to a certain degree. I think 

in that sense with my 80% [schedule] I'm again very average of a middle-class 

working mom [laughs]. Except that I think the only exception I am is with regard 

to my partner who works less. 

Clara’s comments exemplify how these work-family policies and cultural attitudes go 

hand in hand in supporting a life for Clara where part-time work in a highly satisfying job 

is possible as mother of two, and soon to be three, children aged two and under.  

 American mothers also report using part-time schedules to achieve work-family 

balance (Blair-Loy 2003; Epstein et al. 1999; Risman 1998; Webber and Williams 2008). 

These mothers consider part-time work to be “the best of both worlds” given the 

incompatible demands of employment and motherhood (Webber and Williams 2008). I 

discuss in Chapter 6 how many of my American respondents wanted to work reduced 

hours but this option was not available to them. I suggest that something different is 

happening for the mothers in my Berlin sample who work part-time.  

The presence of extensive work-family policy supports and childcare facilities 

suggests that families and caregiving are considered worthy of public support and 

investment. Unpaid carework is not devalued in this context. The widespread availability 

of part-time work also suggests that adults are encouraged to combine parenthood and 

employment, reducing the overvaluation of paid work we see in liberal welfare states. 

Mothers’ uptake of a part-time schedule is normative in a conservative welfare state that 

privileges a male breadwinner/female part-time earner family model. It is also normative 
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in a socialist or social-democratic welfare state for both men and women with small 

children. The majority of mothers I interviewed in Berlin felt highly satisfied with their 

work-family balance not just because they secured part-time work (like some American 

mothers), but also because it was (1) widely available, (2) commonly used, and (3) 

culturally accepted. 

The U.S. lacks this policy and cultural support for part-time employment in white-

collar occupations. In contrast, part-time work is widespread at the bottom of the U.S. 

socioeconomic ladder. But these jobs come without benefits, job security, or protections 

as they do in Germany. American workers who are employed part-time often do so 

involuntarily. Thus, women at the top of the income hierarchy (my respondents) want 

part-time hours but cannot have them, while women at the bottom of the income 

hierarchy (concentrated in retail and service jobs) want full time hours but cannot have 

them. Jacobs and Gerson (2004) refer to this disparity as the “time divide.” I did not 

observe a time divide amongst my Berlin sample, and suggest that both policy and 

cultural supports for a wider range of employment models (alongside support for the 

unemployed and mandatory overtime compensation) help eliminate this form of social 

inequality. 

The six single mothers I interviewed said they also preferred part-time work. 

They worked between 20 and 32 hours a week. Although several expressed financial 

worries, working full-time was not mentioned as an option to address these concerns. 

None of them were poor. The German government has created a safety net under single 

mothers. In Berlin, these mothers could maintain a household without working full-time 

with the help of work-family policies. These single mothers referenced the usefulness of 

full-day childcare, support groups, public healthcare, and the right to reduce working 

hours after childbirth. 
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The Berlin mothers I spoke with did not feel they had to sacrifice their careers in 

order to secure part-time work. However, most did not aspire to high levels of career 

success. Instead, they told me, they wanted to work in jobs they liked with enough time 

left over in their days to be involved mothers. Reduced hours allow these middle-income 

working mothers in Berlin to live up to gendered ideals of the good mother (discussed 

below) while also engaging in paid labor that carried greater benefits and fewer job 

penalties than it might for similar American mothers. 

 

“I’ve Never Been an Ambitious Person” 

Although all the mothers I interviewed in Berlin wanted to work, several 

expressed to me that they weren’t interested in “aiming for a high career” – even amongst 

those with advanced degrees. Adela, the East German mother described previously, has a 

master’s degree in theatre history but was currently employed as a secretary – a job she 

disliked and wanted to leave as soon as she found a position related to her training. But 

six months after she started work as a secretary, she got pregnant. I asked Adela about her 

career plans for the future and she told me, “I’ve never been an ambitious person. You 

really have to know what you want and how to get it. You know the modern mantra, 

“Work for it, fight for it, be it, every day, every hour.” That’s not me.” 

Adela equated ambition with being an ideal worker – fighting every hour of the 

day and embodying the work (“be it”) to achieve one’s occupational goals. Adela said 

she wasn’t interested in this level of commitment. She paused and looked down at her 

one-year-old son who was sitting on her lap and continued: 

 Maybe it’s also my upbringing. When I went to school it was – you knew there 

was already a path laid out for you and you never really had to think about what 
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you want to do and how you can get it. From the East German times, it was laid 

out because, you know, you do your 10-class education like everybody else and 

maybe if you’re very smart you can do this college thing ... And then whatever 

you do, they need you, you get a job. You don’t really have to think about when 

or where. I just grew up with this thinking that, “Once I finish school, something 

will happen.”  

Growing up in East Germany, Adela hadn’t spent much time reflecting on her future 

career. In the GDR, everyone graduated and got a job without much forethought or 

planning because everyone’s labor was needed: “you know there was already a path laid 

out for you.” She felt there was little reason for career ambition in East Germany, and 

Adela attributed her lack of interest in a high-powered career to this upbringing. Yet 

Adela had an advanced degree like her partner, and she expressed a lack of interest in a 

career while he has his own dentistry practice. She said her partner worked full-time, 

brought home a considerable income, and expected her to maintain full responsibility for 

their home. This unequal division of household labor frustrated Adela a great deal but she 

continued to care for their son and do the housework. Adela’s story sheds light on the 

process by which women are involved in the reproduction of gender inequalities. Her 

self-professed lack of ambition, part-time work schedule, and smaller income left her 

unhappily responsible for the domestic sphere – a responsibility she very much wanted to 

share. This finding echoes that of other scholars who find that women’s part-time work 

typically increases gender inequality in the division of labor at home (Risman 1998; 

Webber and Williams 2008). But Clara’s story that I just described indicates that part-

time work is not inherently associated with gender inequality at home: instead, the 

organization of part-time work impacts its meaning and consequences for women 
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(Presser 1989, 1994; Webber and Williams 2008). Clara’s husband also worked part-time 

and she reported that they had an equal division of household labor. 

 

“I Don’t Like this Discussion About ‘Career’… You Have to Manage this 

Childhood” 

Patricia indicated to me that mothers were perhaps being selfish by putting their 

young children in daycare at young ages. She is from western Germany and is a writer 

married to an artist. They have a 10- and 13-year-old and Patricia works from home 

roughly 30 hours per week, and more when she travels to promote her books. She is self-

employed, never took any official parental leave, and enrolled her children in daycare 

when they were three years old – much later than most parents in Berlin. The only reason 

they decided to enroll their children at all is because “they didn't have friends to play with 

because all the children are in the Kita until 4 or 5 o'clock.” This suggests that her family 

was in the minority in their decision to keep their children home for three years – a 

decision that was much more commonplace in western Germany (see Chapter 4) where 

Patricia was raised. I asked Patricia what advice she would give to women who were 

working and about to become mothers: 

Patricia: Maybe it's also old-fashioned but I think they can try to work and to have 

babies, but if they have to work in an office or something, they have to find 

someone who gives all this love and warmth to their children. If you can 

find one, it's okay. But if not, then I don't agree that it's a good choice. I 

think at first you have to think about the children and not about yourself. 

The life is so very long and I think the children… [for] 10 years they need 

you very much and then… 10 years more they don't need you so much. But 

if you will [live until age] 80, you have 60 years by [yourself]. 
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Caity: So you should make them a priority maybe for those 10 or 20 years? 

Patricia: Yeah, if you can. But many women have to work and they have children, 

and it works of course. So it's also a privilege to think about how you would 

like to make like this or that, or in this way or in that way. But I don't like 

this discussion about “career,” I think. 

Patricia suggested that if a mother went back to work away from home, she would have 

to outsource the labor to give “all this love and warmth” to her children. Her comments 

imply that a woman would be selfish to put her career before her children, since this 

window of childrearing takes up only a portion of her life. She admitted that her opinion 

might be “old-fashioned,” indicating she might hold a minority viewpoint in Berlin. 

Patricia indicated that good mothers – ones who care for their children – put their 

children’s wellbeing ahead of their job aspirations for the two decades it takes to raise 

them. She also acknowledged that her own opinion was rooted in class privilege: some 

mothers have no choice but to work to support their families.  

When Patricia said, “I don’t like this discussion about ‘career,’” I asked her to tell 

me more: 

I think our society is just: “only look at this career.” And that's not life. … This 

career, it's interesting if you are thinking about money, but in Europe or in 

Germany we have all [these benefits] … so money isn't our first problem. But 

living and life and love [laughs] this is our problem. We all [do] this just to earn 

money and to have our big and wonderful career and I don't know if we are all 

happy at the end. … So I don't want to make a law about this or say, “this is bad,” 

or “women who try to work and to have children in the same moment are bad,” or 

something. It's not my opinion. But sometimes I feel that many women trying to 

do this at the same time are not happy and they are very, very tired. [pause] I 
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think people who are not healthy in the soul when they are adults, the problems 

were in their childhood. So you have to think about it. You have to manage this 

childhood [laughs]… For me it's so strange that we are now in the moment where 

everybody is thinking about his own career and about the career of his children. Is 

this a way of living? I don't know. 

Patricia suggested that German culture encourages people to focus on money and their 

careers, but doesn’t believe that this focus brings people happiness. She also was quick to 

clarify that she didn’t mean to criticize career-oriented mothers, though her comments 

imply that she is critical of their decisions, especially because she thinks that an 

unhealthy childhood is at the root of problems in adulthood. The obsession with careers, 

Patricia maintained, wasn’t a “way of living.” She pointed out that the German 

government enables families to worry less about money than in other countries so a 

career is unnecessary from an economic standpoint. Patricia espoused the cultural 

ideology that good mothers “manage this childhood,” a belief that conforms to a 

conservative welfare regime. She felt that focusing on a career prevented mothers from 

performing this caring labor.  

 Mothers in Berlin seemed to associate full-time work with lofty career goals. 

They believed that mothers should work, but not necessarily full-time as they still needed 

substantial time to dedicate to their children and home. Most of the mothers I interviewed 

seemed to take a “middle of the road” stance in their own lives, working in jobs they 

liked but usually not full-time, using benefits like telecommuting and flexible schedules, 

without a clear trajectory to advance in their jobs. These women largely reported being 

satisfied with their work-family balance, and with the policies available to them.  
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“Even Qualified Women Don’t Get a Chance to Rise Up” 

Even though most did not have lofty career ambitions, respondents acknowledged 

that it was difficult for mothers in Germany to get to the top in their careers. Several 

explained that although they didn’t aim for this high position themselves, they felt 

strongly that in the interest of gender equality, women should occupy top positions like 

men. Dorothea, introduced earlier, explained:  

Maybe because of the old boys’ network. And then you have to be extra “bitchy” 

as a woman. I don't know. I'm not at the top. I'm a teacher. [laughs] We have flat 

hierarchies. It's kind of accepted that [to get to the top] she has to use her elbows 

and then she's not feminine enough. So we have the [gender quotas]. But only for 

a certain part of the economy or for the companies. I hope for a 50-50 quota in all 

of the leading positions. I don't think that women work better or are better 

employers but for our society we need that – for our kids, that they see moms 

[are] a contributor to society as well. They are working, earning money and they 

are much more than just a mom. They can lead a party or a company as well. And 

I think it all depends on qualification of course. But even qualified women 

[laughs] don't get a chance to rise up. 

Dorothea distanced herself from the goal of a leading position by reminding me that she 

was a teacher, and pointed out that women who are ambitious are looked down upon for 

being “bitchy” and “not feminine enough.” To overcome these stereotypes, she was glad 

that Germany had instituted gender quotas at some firms.6 She thought that some women 

should aim for these top positions, but she didn’t include herself in this group. Embedded 

                                                 
6 In March 2015, German parliament decreed that 30 percent of supervisory board seats be allocated to 

women starting in 2016 for roughly 100 of Germany’s most well-known companies (following Norway, 

Spain, France, and Iceland, who have 40 percent quotas; Italy with a one-third quota; and Belgium with a 

30-percent quota). Currently 18.6 percent of supervisory board members are women (Smale and Claire 

Cain Miller 2015). 
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in Dorothea’s comments is also the rhetoric that breadwinning is valued as a contribution 

to society, and she didn’t say the same about caregiving. She thought it was important 

that mothers work so their children didn’t see them as “just a mom.” This also implies 

that stay-at-home mothers don’t contribute to society in the same way that working 

mothers do. She believed that women and mothers are capable of occupying top 

positions, but often weren’t given the opportunity. I heard this sentiment often from my 

German respondents. If the hegemonic discourse in Berlin is that mothers face substantial 

barriers to their occupational success, this likely hampers their interest in aspiring to top 

positions by shaping what they consider possible and desirable.   

 

“Am I Able to?” or “Do I Want to”? 

 Following this logic, respondents often repeated to me that women and mothers 

are capable of getting to the top in their careers but they weren’t necessarily interested in 

doing so. I heard this from even the most staunchly feminist of my Berlin respondents. 

Heike, who is married with a four-year-old son and works 35 hours a week as a political 

organizer, said that she saw this pattern with her own jobs and amongst other working 

mothers she knew. She explained that she grew up in a “socialist-minded household” and 

now lives in a “commune-type set-up” in her building with friends in the flats near hers 

who help care for one another’s children. Heike and her husband considered themselves 

feminists; she was the sole breadwinner for her family for several years while her 

husband cared for their son. Heike confessed that although she loved how progressive 

this arrangement was with regard to their gender roles, she found the financial 

responsibility taxing and stressful. Heike acknowledged that office culture played a part 

in shaping mothers’ interests with regard to their jobs, however: 
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It’s also about your idea of what is important. It's not just the question, “Am I able 

to?” It’s also the question, “Will I do so?” I told you I was feeling like a 

traditional father who is just bringing the income home and didn’t want to have 

any stress with kids. If you are willing to have a habit like that, it’s probably much 

more easy to get to the top of your career. But that’s the same for the men. So I 

mean it’s possible to do [get to the top of one’s career as a mother] but I think 

there are not so many women who decide that they are willing to do so because 

they want to stay at home. And I think there are also a lot of men who want to 

have more time for their family. But for women, it’s like if they want to stay 

home or want to have more time for the family, it’s nothing they have to fight for 

because it’s still normal. So it’s harder probably for men not to climb to the career 

top but stay home [instead]. 

Heike ultimately decided that she wasn’t interested in climbing a career ladder. She 

explained that a person – man or woman – who wanted to achieve career success needed 

to adopt the proper mindset and be comfortable with the lifestyle of a breadwinner who 

comes home exhausted every day. She guessed that not very many mothers in Berlin 

wanted this life. Mothers who chose not to work or worked part-time were supported 

culturally because these were still viable, acceptable options for mothers. For fathers, on 

the other hand, Heike sensed that this would be a more difficult choice given the 

dominant cultural expectation that men are the family breadwinners.  

 

“HE THINKS I'M TRYING TO BE PRESIDENT OF THE WORLD”: STIGMATIZING 

MOTHERS WITH CAREER AMBITIONS 
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Discourse that Mothers Shouldn’t Strive for Successful Careers 

Eight of the 25 women I interviewed in Berlin reported having strong career 

ambitions. All eight felt varying degrees of stigma for this decision. An American 

mother, Nicole, felt it was typical for German mothers not to have high work aspirations. 

She is married with a five-year-old and helps manage the social media for a major 

corporation that employs 60,000 people across Germany. Echoing earlier comments, she 

reflected, “I don’t know too many moms who made it to the top. I think about this 

company… and there’s a few women in top positions and they are not moms. … But I 

don’t really see women being pushed in general.” However, Nicole is ambitious and 

interested in starting her own company in a few years if she does not make manager at 

her current firm. Her husband, who is from western Germany, “is not very supportive of 

that. Because he thinks that’s too risky.” She reasoned, “It’s just a very German thing. He 

thinks it’s better to get the salary every month, and I’m making a good salary here, so he 

doesn’t see the need to rock the boat.” Nicole said her husband valued job security and a 

stable salary over a leadership position for her.  

But Nicole would rather “rock the boat” and take a risk, she explained, if it meant 

more money, independence, and a better career. She felt that seeking a private solution to 

job mobility – like leaving a secure job with an uncertain career ladder to start one’s own 

company – was distinctly un-German. Nicole grew up in the United States, where the 

rhetoric about labor and employment is steeped in rhetoric of the American Dream: that 

there are economic opportunities for everyone, that individualism and self-reliance are 

paramount, and that hard work is rewarded (Rank 2011). Nicole’s plan, while culturally 

stigmatized from a German viewpoint, is logical when we understand her perspective as 

embedded in the American discourse that workers achieve their goals by working long 
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hours and solving the resulting work-family conflict on their own (a topic I expand upon 

in Chapter 6).  

Nicole worked much longer hours than most of my Berlin respondents, 40 to 60 

hours weekly. She employed both a nanny for her five-year-old and a housekeeper. To 

Nicole, hiring a nanny was an obvious remedy for the conflict between her long working 

hours and the shorter hours of her daughter’s kindergarten class: “I mean, it's super 

necessary because the kindergarten doesn't stay open as late as you work.” Outsourcing is 

a common solution for American mothers’ work-family conflict (see Chapter 6), though 

it is unusual in Berlin. Nicole received pushback for her long working hours and career 

ambitions from her father-in-law, who lived in western Germany: “He thinks I'm trying 

to be president of the world. With my full-time job [laughs].” Surprised by this 

hyperbolic language, I asked, “What does he say to you?” She replied, “He says exactly 

that. I mean, there’s no filter. He says exactly what he thinks. … His wife made him 

breakfast, lunch and dinner every day and he thinks the woman should be in the kitchen 

cleaning and cooking.” She said she tended not to invite him to visit their home because 

he commented on it being too dirty due to her work schedule.  

She also received pushback from her daughter’s daycare workers, who “comment 

on my working.” The facility requested a meeting with Nicole to tell her that “it’s nicer 

when the mother comes and picks the child up once a week,” reinforcing the discourse 

that “good mothers” don’t work full-time. Nicole’s ambitions do not align with the 

cultural expectations of working mothers in Berlin. 
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Resisting Stigma and Advocating for Mothers’ Careers 

Kristin was the most ambitious mother I met – she is a nonprofit lobbyist with 

two master’s degrees. She is married, Finnish, and was pregnant with her fourth child 

when I interviewed her at her flat in an upscale neighborhood in central Berlin. She told 

me:  

My story is extreme by German standards. I am ambitious with my work, and I 

love my work. I love the routines, and I like the social environment and the 

intellectual environment as well. Whenever I’ve been home for longer and even 

during the consulting phases I’ve noticed that I’m happier when I’m in an office-

work environment and integrated somewhere. … Germans hate the word “career.” 

... I get a lot of criticism because “career” is becoming a CEO, being a power 

freak… If you ask any mom they’ll say, “Oh, I’m not pursuing a career, I am 

happy just working. I don’t want a career.” It’s purely negative if you ask anyone 

in the street. This kind of acts as a brake for many women. … It’s not something 

they think about as kind of an investment in something that would progress across 

time. 

Kristin unapologetically loved her job. She sensed, though, that her passion for working 

goes against powerful German norms for women and families that cause women to 

curtail their ambitions. She thought this decision damaged mothers’ long-term career 

prospects and earnings. She mentioned that in Finland, France, or the U.S., women don’t 

shy away from the word career like German women tend to. She continued: 

That's been one of the biggest kind of taboos in Germany to say I’m a mom and I 

work full-time and my partner works full-time. That’s something that most people 

don’t understand. And I felt like I need to explain why it makes sense for some 

people who want to do it and that the children do not suffer from it. 
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Kristin told me that even some of her close friends suggested that she cut back her hours 

and her ambitions once her fourth child was born:  

I get them daily. I mean from everybody. Especially from other moms who say, 

“Yeah, but now isn’t it a good time to work less?” “And now you could transition 

to part-time and stay in part-time?” And there’s just an expectation that the 

mothers are much more active in their children’s life and do all the play dates and 

pick them up. So that’s something that it was very important for me to kind of 

show that – or have those discussions and explain why I find full-time work 

valuable or why it’s important for a career. 

The overwhelming pressure to reduce her work schedule frustrated Kristin enormously. 

She felt the need to explain to women each time they made comments like this why a 

part-time job would damage her career development. 

 Kristin also explained that having a supportive husband was central to her ability 

to resist and withstand peer pressure and continue her career. She said that her partner is 

more active as a parent than she is, and unlike her, would love to be a stay-at-home dad. 

They work hard to model a “50-50” egalitarian division of labor for their children: 

And a lot of our friends commented on that. Also when the kids were small they 

always said – they were amazed how well the children accepted the father as an 

alternative for the mom. It didn't make a difference. And we had a lot of friends 

commenting that, especially when they were parents, that their kids were so 

mommy-fixated and that they found that wonderful that I could just leave and say, 

“Well daddy is here now and I don't need to be here.” 

Kristin acknowledged that her kids were equally reliant on her and her husband, and 

unlike her friends, this freed her to be able to leave home and go to work without the 

stress of them begging her to stay.  
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Frustrated at all the pushback she received and the persistent barriers she 

witnessed, Kristin started a website where she posts interviews with parents and scholars 

discussing employment and parenthood. I asked why she decided to start this project, and 

she explained: 

We were some of the first in our circles to have children and I noticed a lot of 

people were successful, and then the women started dropping out or downscaled 

or started taking very unambitious jobs. And I thought that that’s just not 

something that should be happening. That that’s really the kind of context that we 

need to change. Because at some point you end up in a part-time job that’s not 

satisfying, doesn’t pay, and women are frustrated, and then they have their third 

child and they drop out completely. 

Kristin wanted to support mothers’ decisions to continue working. She admits that this is 

her own political agenda to counter the pervasive traditional discourses she hears 

circulating amongst her acquaintances that pressure them to scale back or drop out of the 

labor force. In the same way that Patricia was critical of career-oriented mothers for 

selfishly taking time away from their children, Kristin pushed the other direction and 

advocated to mothers that they consider their own wellbeing: 

… I always try to encourage personal choice and just say, do what feels right and 

don’t think about the financial incentives and the system and what others expect. I 

don’t try to encourage people to do what I’m doing because there are so many 

different models that work and not everyone wants to work full-time. But I try to 

encourage, especially women, to demand an equal footing to say, “Why should it 

be you who takes the full parental leave?” Why not try to encourage your husband 

to take part of it? Because it really practically does have consequences for 

transitioning back into work and just keeping a foot in the door. … Try to think 
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about the consequences for the job as well. But if someone says, “I want to take 

three years off,” I don't think I'm in a position to say, “Well, it's not a good idea.” 

Because it’s not my choice to make for someone’s life. But I guess I am so 

ambitious with my work, and I love my work, so I try to kind of bring that across 

without saying, “Well, this is what you should be doing as well.” But I do kind of 

ask those questions, like, “What do you want to do afterwards?”  

Kristin tried to pose questions to the women she spoke with to encourage critical self-

reflection about their choices at work and with their partners. She thought women were 

often too shortsighted in their work decisions and neglected to consider their long-term 

repercussions for their own financial independence and security.  

 

Internalizing Discourses of Good Mothering and Feasible Work Schedules 

Several mothers who wanted successful careers felt that it simply wasn’t possible 

to work full-time while raising children. Even though they loved their work, they knew 

that a part-time schedule would derail their career plans. Silke was an excellent example. 

She is a film producer with a master’s degree whose partner is an engineer, and she was 

on parental leave when we spoke. The photos below (Illustrations 11, 12, and 13) were 

taken after our interview. Silke mentioned that she came to this park almost daily with 

her son. I was surprised at the number of adults, both women and men, at a playground 

with their children at 11 am on a Monday. In each of these photos, both mothers and 

fathers are actively engaging and playing with children. Parks and playgrounds like this 

one are dotted throughout Berlin, and feel central to public life. They were buzzing with 

people whenever I visited one. 
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Illustration 11: Mothers and fathers play in the sand with children. 

 

Illustration 12: Children roam the playground. 
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Illustration 13: Snack time with a father. 

It was clear early in the interview that Silke loved her work as a film producer. 

She worked full-time, and often into the evenings and on weekends, regularly traveling 

for shoots. I told her that these long hours seemed unusual amongst the mothers I 

interviewed in Berlin, and she reflected, “I have a feeling that most people think full-time 

work isn’t something you want to achieve. … I’m actually the only one where both me 

and my boyfriend are going to work full-time. I don't know anyone else where both 

parents are working full-time.” She remembers being concerned when she found out she 

was pregnant because she knew that although part-time work was quite common in 

Berlin, and the norm amongst her friends, it wasn’t possible for her post-childbirth given 

the nature of her job and the film industry more broadly. She planned to return to work 

full-time after maternity leave, but she seemed skeptical that this would work out: 

It’s kind of my only option at the moment. They have agreed to let me leave at 

4:00 twice a week. … I’m going to do it for a year and if it turns out to be 

impossible to balance it then I will have to reconsider and talk to them about 
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whether I can go part-time. But then that would probably mean that I couldn’t do 

the same kind of things. I would probably do more administrative work and less 

project work [which is] more interesting and I get paid better. It would be a 

different job. The career opportunities would be very limited if I went part-time. 

Silke’s voice was steeped with apprehension and regret when weighing these options 

aloud. She realized that she would be transitioning out of the work she loved if she 

requested a different position with a part-time schedule. But Silke seemed resolved that 

full-time work as a mother would incite too much stress and guilt to be sustainable for 

long:  

I know it’s going to be really stressful when I really do work full-time and I don’t 

have my boyfriend at home [on paternity leave]. … I’ll probably feel guilty that 

[my son] has to stay in the daycare place and that I don’t have as much time as he 

would like and I would like. I'm also going to feel guilty at work because I don’t 

have 300%. I have 100%. I have to split them up. So I can’t perform in all the 

departments equally and I’m never going to perform in any department to my full 

satisfaction probably. But I’m going have to make the best of that.  

Before returning to work full-time, Silke was already convinced that a full-time schedule 

was incompatible with being a good mother, and conversely, that she couldn’t fully 

succeed at work with the guilt she would experience. Given that none of her friends with 

children worked full-time and there were no women with children working in her office, 

it becomes understandable why she might feel so torn.  

Silke said her relatives and friends questioned her decision to work full-time: 

“Most people are skeptical of our set up.” I asked how people communicated their 

skepticism to her, and she replied: “They don't judge me but they make me feel like that 

definitely is not something that they would do.” She said a friend recently explained that 
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she couldn’t work full-time because she would “miss too much of [her] son's 

development.” Silke reflected, “I mean, it's implied. Obviously no one wants to offend 

me. I think they do judge me but they don't say anything bad.” On the other hand, her 

sister, a child psychologist living in western Germany, did tell her outright that it was 

unhealthy for a very young child to spend eight hours a day in daycare. She had tried this 

with her own son at 11 months and thought it wasn’t good for him, but believed that he 

“flourished when he’s in the daycare place less.” Silke said despairingly, “It's good, it's 

important because obviously [my sister] has the experience and I'm happy to listen to her 

but there's only so much I can do about a situation I can't change. I can only try it and if it 

fails, it fails.” 

Although Silke’s friends in Berlin didn’t openly chastise her for planning to work 

full-time as a mother, she had internalized a sense of guilt stemming from the hegemonic 

discourse that good mothers work part-time. Silke felt she will have to sacrifice her own 

career ambitions as a film producer by working reduced hours in order to give her child 

the time he needs once she goes back to work. 

 Three mothers (Frieda, Lena, and Vera) mentioned that they had held ambitious 

career plans but changed course once they discovered they were pregnant or had another 

child. Being a good mother for these women meant sacrificing their career goals, 

lowering their ambitions, and working fewer hours. 

 

Persistence of Ideal Worker Norms and Discrimination Against Mothers 

Although the majority of the women I interviewed in Berlin reported great 

satisfaction with their bosses and colleagues in the workplace, this was not the case for all 

my respondents. Three women – Erin, Clara, and Tine – recounted instances of 
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workplace discrimination against them for being mothers. Two sought legal counsel, and 

three of the four changed jobs. 

Erin, Clara, and Tine worked in diverse fields: Erin was a cytogeneticist, Clara 

worked in politics, and Tine worked in publishing. All were employed under fixed-term 

contracts.7 They all announced to their supervisors that they were pregnant and planned 

to take leave. Erin’s boss got angry immediately, while Clara’s and Tine’s employers 

took more time to communicate that their contracts weren’t being renewed. 

Tine brought her three-month-old into the office while on leave to introduce her 

to her colleagues. Her boss congratulated her, and then mentioned, “I'd like you to think 

about staying at home because we have a difficult job situation here, and I am selling the 

publishing house.” She was taken aback, though she says he was “very nice and friendly” 

when he told her. She learned that a male colleague who was also expecting a baby hadn’t 

been asked to consider staying home. She consulted a lawyer and called her boss back, 

saying she would like to return to work. He replied, “You didn't understand me. That was 

not an option.” Tine initiated the process of taking the company to court for this double 

standard, and ended up settling for 11 months’ salary and lawyer’s expenses. 

Erin, an American mother working 20 hours a week in a laboratory, avoided being 

fired by meeting her boss’s mandates. Her children got sick often; her boss was angry that 

she had missed too much work. Although she worked only 4 hours a day, he required her 

to come in five days a week to complete her hours. She started going into work at dawn 

to ensure she completed her work while her husband watched the children at home, and 

her boss reported being pleased at her “extra commitment,” eventually renewing her 

contract, although she didn’t receive a permanent one. Erin’s anecdote shows the 

                                                 
7 These contracts have a set term, either with a specific end date, the completion of a specific task, or the 

occurrence of a specific event (International Labour Organization 2001). These contracts can be renewed 

depending on the agreement with the employer. 
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persistence of the ideal worker norm in the German workplace. It also demonstrates a 

disconnect between formal laws (i.e., one cannot be fired for taking sick days to care for 

one’s children) and the reality of the day-to-day working environment. Both Tine’s and 

Erin’s stories also underline the damage wrought to women in the workplace by statistical 

discrimination and the unequal division of household labor: mothers are deemed less 

competent at work for their household responsibilities. In these scenarios, businesses and 

fathers win out: companies get the ideal workers they seek, and men tend to fill these 

slots. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The mothers I interviewed in Berlin wanted to work while raising children. The 

majority of these mothers were satisfied with their work-family balance, and with the 

policies that enabled what they considered to be a high standard of living. Most mothers 

took around one year of parental leave, and then returned to work part-time, 

telecommuted and worked from home on occasion, took lengthy vacations with their 

families, and stayed home with children when they were sick. Most enjoyed their 

interactions with supervisors and colleagues, and felt their workplaces were family-

friendly.  

These findings align with what we might expect in Berlin, given its recent history 

as a socialist, then a conservative, and now increasingly a social-democratic welfare state. 

All three models have encouraged women to bear children. The socialist and social-

democratic welfare models also encourage women to work in the paid labor force and 

maintain high employment levels (which were highest under the GDR).  
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The women I interviewed had chosen to pursue both of the goals desired by the 

German government: they all had children, and all worked. It is therefore unsurprising 

that my respondents were satisfied with these policies because they were made precisely 

to support their family model.  

Yet most of my respondents in Berlin had internalized the discourse that good 

mothers work part-time: they didn’t profess to want high-powered, successful careers. 

They were happy in their current positions, and didn’t feel that their families or jobs 

interfered with one another. I suggest that these mothers were socialized in a cultural 

environment and policy context that inculcated in them a habitus averse to full-time 

employment, which mothers conflated with career ambition. This discourse is part and 

parcel of the conservative welfare state model that idealizes a male breadwinner/female 

carer or part-time earner model of family life. This model shaped German work-family 

policy in Berlin after reunification throughout the 1990s and early 2000s. 

Most of the mothers I interviewed seemed to avoid work-family conflict by 

deciding not to pursue ambitious careers altogether, which seems to reflect both the 

socialist legacy that women work but also care for children, and the conservative model’s 

mandate that women are responsible for the home. My respondents felt pressured to 

perform a certain type of motherhood that clashed with a high career trajectory, and most 

of my participants prioritized motherhood over a career as a result. 

At the same time, I found clear evidence of resistance against these welfare state 

ideals amongst some mothers in my Berlin sample. Some mothers held strong career 

ambitions and pursued jobs they enjoyed in spite of substantial pressure to reduce their 

hours, pick their children up earlier from daycare, take better care of their homes, and 

“take advantage” of the generous policies that would enable them to spend more time 

doing housework and childcare. Working full-time and pursuing careers often came at 
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substantial personal expense: these women enacted versions of motherhood and 

employment that ran counter to hegemonic ideals for women. These respondents 

experienced backlash at times from other mothers, their partners, and their employers 

who disagreed with their choices.  

The rhetoric these mothers espoused aligned closely with the discourses I heard 

amongst my Stockholm interviewees: that full-time employment and caregiving were 

compatible and complementary, and that men should participate equally in both spheres 

and be supported by the government in these endeavors. Because German work-family 

policy has moved quickly since 2007 toward a Scandinavian welfare model of dual 

earning and caring, perhaps these respondents will experience less stigma for their 

decisions in years to come.  
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Chapter 4. Western Germany: 

“‘You Are a Career Whore,’ They Say in Germany” 

 

Sonia, age 40, is a journalist and a mother of an eight-year-old boy and a ten-year-old 

girl. She recently earned a PhD and works 20 hours a week, and her husband, who also 

holds a doctorate, works full-time as an environmental scientist. We met outside her 

office building and conducted our interview over coffee sitting at a picnic table on a 

warm summer afternoon. Sonia grew up in western Germany with a stay-at-home mother 

and a father who worked full-time. Her parents divorced when she was 10, at which time 

she recalls that her mother had to go to work as a secretary to support herself. Sonia 

remembers being the only child her family knew whose mother worked for pay: 

She didn’t want to work. She had to work to earn money. I was the only child 

with a working mother and so she had bad feelings. … She had no time with me 

and I was alone in the afternoon, and so it was very difficult for her to manage it 

because she always thought that she’s a bad mother, you know. I don’t know, in 

German, there exists the word Rabenmutter, like the mother of a raven. I think it 

doesn’t exist in English. 

I asked Sonia what a Rabenmutter was, and she explained, “A very bad mother. Like the 

ravens, they don’t care for their children so it’s like, yeah, the birds [laughs]. The 

mother’s a bad mother. And so she felt like a Rabenmutter.” Sonia reflected during our 

interview on the lessons her mother taught her about what was proper for women once 

they had children of their own: “I learned from my mother that I have to stay at home, 

and it’s better for the children. And the man has to work and the woman has to do the 

household and [take care of] the children.” 
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Yet when Sonia gave birth to her two children, she and her husband had moved to 

the former East Germany for his work, where a completely different set of work-family 

norms prevailed (see Chapter 3). Sonia reports being profoundly influenced by her new 

environment and “the different attitude of East German women. I was inspired by the 

working women there”: 

We moved to East Germany and every pregnant woman around me, they said, 

“Oh, we’ll start work after 8 weeks,” “I’ll start work after 3 months” – everyone 

was working. So that was a decision for me, “OK, if so many women do work 

with small children, I will do the same.” So when I was pregnant I was sure that I 

will work after the birth. 

Despite her mother’s words of advice, Sonia took only eight weeks off for parental leave 

after each of her children were born. She recalls having no concerns about balancing 

work and family – she told me she was “quite confident” because of the universal 

childcare system for children of all ages. “They have the old structure from the GDR, it’s 

still alive,” she told me. Both she and her husband went back to work part-time and put 

their children in a daycare facility that was open for 12 hours a day, holidays included.  

When her children were ages two and four, Sonia’s husband was offered a 

position in a town back in western Germany, and they decided he would take it. Sonia 

would use this time after their move to complete a PhD – a goal she had had for several 

years. This town, she said with a laugh, was “very typical west German.” She recalled 

being rudely awakened by the comparative lack of infrastructure to support working 

families with young children after they moved out of former East Germany and back to 

western Germany: 

The first day in kindergarten, I was [laughs] really shocked because it was totally 

different. “The [hours] are from 8:00-12:00, and during the school holidays it’s 
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closed, and your son is not allowed to come because he’s not three years old, and 

you have to wait until he’s three years old.” But I said, “He [already] went to the 

nursery!” “No, no, it’s not possible.” And so it was a bit [laughs] – a bit different. 

Sonia tried to find a daycare facility that would admit her two-year-old and that had 

longer opening hours. The longest she found was five hours a day, from 9 am to 2 pm, 

yet this facility still declined her request. Sonia petitioned the mayor’s office with a note 

from a doctor that said her child would not be harmed by being away from her because he 

had already been socialized into childcare in former East Germany. A meeting was 

convened and they eventually approved her petition when her son was two years and nine 

months old – three months before he would have been able to begin kindergarten 

anyway. But she still didn’t have a solution for her children after kindergarten finished 

mid-day. 

 Sonia finished her PhD and found a part-time job, which allowed her to take care 

of her children in the afternoons while her husband continued to work full-time. Because 

her youngest child was less than three years old, Sonia told me they actually would have 

netted more money as a household had she not worked and taken the parental leave paid 

by the government. She and her husband considered this, but they felt she had a good job 

and had invested so much time in her studies that “it would be a shame if you stay at 

home.”  

I asked how she and her husband divided up household responsibilities. When 

they lived in former East Germany, Sonia said, she and her husband had a more 

egalitarian relationship. He was able to participate more equally in caring for the children 

and help around the house because they both worked part-time. Yet after their move, their 

circumstances changed, and Sonia said, 
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At the moment, it’s very traditional because my husband has a full time job and is 

working a lot, and often he has meetings all over Europe. So I’m working 50% 

and I care for the children in the afternoons, and I do the cooking and everything, 

and so it’s very traditional at the moment. So, yeah. It was better when the 

children were younger. 

I asked how she felt about their arrangements now and she said, “It’s not really good 

[laughs]. But he earns the money, so I didn’t find a job in which I could earn the same, so 

it’s a financial decision.” With disappointment in her voice, she told me that they 

“stepped back to traditional roles” when they moved back to western Germany.  

Sonia’s children are now ages eight and ten. Towards the end of our interview I 

asked her what she hopes her own children would do regarding work and family one day, 

and she replied: “I hope that they have more, like we had it in East Germany. It was very 

good for families, you know. It was easier to have a balance between children and 

working, so I would like to have all over Germany like there.” Sonia also reflected that 

she had witnessed changes to Germany’s work-family supports since her children were 

first born as more mothers entered the labor force: “But now times are changing. Last 

five years, there’s a lot of new programs so now they take children up to two years and 

they have more hours, between six or seven hours per day. Now it’s getting better. … 

Because now more women are working, and it’s a process.” 

Germany, like other economically developed countries, is “involved in a process 

of ‘unlearning’ old policies… and learning new ones” (Mahon 2006, 179). It has long 

exemplified a conservative welfare state (Esping-Anderson 1990, 2009) and a “strong 

breadwinner state” (Adler and Brayfield 2006; Lewis 2009; Ostner 2010) – evident in the 

stories Sonia recounted about growing up with a stay-at-home mother who worked 

outside the home only when a divorce compelled her to do so financially. However, since 
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the mid-2000s Germany has initiated a major shift toward a new model called 

“sustainable family policy” (Nachhaltige Familienpolitik) (Korpi, Ferrarini, and Englund 

2013; Ostner 2010; Rürup and Gruescu 2003) guided by gender egalitarian family-

friendly legal mandates from the European Union.  

Germany has a long history of intervention in family life (Ostner 2010), yet 

competing political interests mean that there is no consensus about the best work-family 

policy (Lewis et al. 2008). Combining work and family for women was explicitly 

discouraged for decades through policies that strengthened women’s dependence upon a 

husband/breadwinner (Ostner 2010). Until recently, as Sonia story’s illustrated, there was 

little support for maternal employment in western Germany, with scant provision of 

childcare, punitive tax rates for second earners within families, short school days, and 

lengthy maternity leave (Ostner et al. 2003). Today, in contrast, the new logic of work-

family policy, called a “sustainable,” “social investment,” or “increasing returns” model 

(Esping-Andersen 2002; Ostner 2010), is instrumentally driven by labor market demand. 

This approach addresses the goals of reducing maternal and childhood poverty, 

enhancing fertility, and increasing women’s labor force participation. Germany’s fertility 

rate stands at 1.4 births per woman of childbearing age, one of the lowest amongst OECD 

countries, and far below the replacement rate of 2.1 needed to sustain a country’s 

population (Bacci 2013). 

Germany’s new policies seek to support parents as workers in dual-earner 

families, promote mothers’ continuous employment, increase the availability of pre-

school facilities, and enhance early childhood education (Ostner et al. 2003). These are 

precisely the policies called for by many U.S. scholars (Damaske 2011a; Glass 2009; 

Gornick and Meyers 2003, 2004; Hochschild 1989, 1997; Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Pettit 

and Hook 2009; Pedulla and Thébaud 2015; Williams 2000). Work-family policies have 
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therefore been in a state of flux over the past several decades in Germany – most notably 

since the watershed reforms of 2007 that aligned German policy with the Scandinavian 

dual-earner/carer model. 

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

In this chapter, I identify the opportunities and barriers that my western German 

respondents perceived in attaining successful careers and contented family lives in the 

face of this shifting policy landscape. My interviews detected a great deal of ambivalence 

on the part of working mothers about balancing motherhood and employment in western 

Germany. The first section provides some context about the development of German 

work-family policy and an overview of the current policy landscape. Next, I highlight an 

overarching sense of guilt women felt for defying cultural ideals of a good mother by 

working outside the home while raising young children. I explain the term “raven 

mother” that haunted my respondents, and the different responses they had to being 

called bad mothers. 

 The third section explores mothers’ feelings of frustration when they took 

advantage of policies that gave them more time at home. Fourth, I discuss respondents’ 

perceptions that they were treated poorly in the workplace amidst these shifting policies 

because they were mothers. I then explain the two primary methods mothers used to cope 

with their work-family conflict: scaling back on paid work and downplaying their family 

status at work. I conclude by discussing how western German mothers felt undervalued 

and stigmatized both at home and in the workplace, a reflection, I argue, of the 

contradictions embedded in Germany’s current policy landscape. 
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GERMANY’S WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

West Germany traditionally sought to preserve and facilitate the traditional family 

as a core unit in society (Fleckenstein and Lee 2014) with a male breadwinner family 

model and traditional work-family policy constellation (Adler and Brayfield 2006; Ostner 

2010; Ziefle and Gangl 2014). Dominant cultural ideologies long pre-supposed that 

women were primarily carers and perhaps secondarily part-time income earners (Lewis 

1993; Pfau-Effinger and Smidt 2010), assuming complementary, different but equal, 

gender roles (Ostner 2010). This model was reinforced by laws that disincentivized full-

time working motherhood: marginal income taxation, lengthy and rigid parental leave, 

short school days, and very few public childcare facilities (with short, inflexible opening 

hours) were long the standard (Adler and Brayfield 1997; Hummelsheim and Hirschle 

2010; Pfau-Effinger and Smidt 2010). Mothers’ caring labor at home was further 

materially supported by up to three years’ maternity leave, and by public healthcare and 

pension systems that automatically granted insurance rights to an economically inactive 

wife of a working husband. The successively extended parental leave entitlements in 

particular had a marked influence on mothers’ subjective work commitment and their 

actual labor force participation over the past several decades (Gangl and Ziefle 2015). 

Today, like other EU countries, Germany is required to meet mandates and legal 

directives established by the European Union and the United Nations to promote gender 

equality between women and men. As an EU member state, Germany must follow gender 

mainstreaming guidelines, meaning that the government must consider the potential 

impact of any planned policy for both women and men before enacting legislation. These 

agreements have propelled the topics of work-family policy, gender equality, and 

antidiscrimination law to the forefront of current political debates (Ferree 2012). Scholars 
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note that while the incorporation of gender equality into formal EU policy documents and 

frameworks is now standard, practice often tends to lag behind (Mushaben 2014). 

Since the early 2000s, Germany has legally shifted toward a new model called 

“sustainable family policy” (Nachhaltige Familienpolitik) (Ostner 2010; Ziefle and Gangl 

2014). This “de-familialization” framework promotes mothers’ continuous employment, 

invests heavily in early childhood education services rather than giving cash to families, 

and generally endorses a dual-earner (“adult worker”) family model – a striking break 

from the previous legal standard. For example, parental leave was reduced from three 

years to one – explicitly aiming to persuade highly educated mothers to reduce their 

employment discontinuity post-childbirth. The planned and enacted legal measures bring 

German family policy much closer to a Scandinavian dual-earner/carer model (Ostner 

2010), and represents one of “the most radical series of changes in terms of policy goals... 

in taking steps to promote the adult worker model family, accompanied by significant 

reform of and changes in policy instruments” compared to other EU countries (Lewis et 

al. 2008, 270). 

In the midst of these reforms, institutional supports for working mothers remain 

somewhat contradictory. Many primary schools, for example, are open only part of the 

day regardless of federal laws encouraging them to expand their opening hours. Another 

telling illustration is that, although the government is currently making great strides to 

expand childcare for children under age three, Germany’s two main Christian democratic 

conservative parties (the CDU and CSU) pushed through a controversial bill in August 

2013 that gives stay-at-home parents (usually mothers) financial compensation 

(Betreuungsgeld) since they do not benefit from public childcare. Rønsen (2009) 

evaluated a similar bill in Norway, and found that it had a large negative effect on 

women’s labor supply. Yet in late July of 2015, the German High Court declared 
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Betreuungsgeld unconstitutional (Gesley 2015) – another signal of a split amongst 

German policymakers. 

In an editorial lambasting the complexity of Germany’s shifting family policy, the 

country’s largest newspaper, Spiegel, wrote in 2013: “The web of benefits is so complex 

that even experts don't fully grasp it: There's a ‘child supplement,’ ‘parental benefit,’ an 

‘allowance for single parents,’ a ‘married person's supplement,’ a ‘sibling bonus,’ 

‘orphan money’ and ‘child education supplement,’ not to forget the ‘child education 

supplementary supplement.’” Germany is clearly a nation in the midst of a major work-

family policy overhaul. 

Here, I provide a brief overview of current policies. In Germany, women are 

required to leave work six weeks before childbirth and for eight weeks afterward, 

receiving full pay. They are entitled to a total of 12 months of paid leave8 (Elterngeld) at 

65-67 percent of their net earnings (with a ceiling of €1,800 monthly [≈ USD $2,000]) 

and an additional two months are available provided that they are taken by the other 

parent – colloquially referred to as “daddy months.” Parents may take this parental leave 

flexibly anytime up until the child is eight years old. Employers are legally required to 

keep a position open for a parent’s eventual return to work (but not the same position) 

after parental leave. Parents who are not working prior to their child’s birth receive a flat-

rate benefit. The German government also pays families a “children’s allowance” 

(Kindergeld) of €184 per month (≈ USD $200) per child until the child is 18, or until age 

25 if she/he is still in school.  

State-sponsored childcare has long been available for all children over age three 

when they are eligible to enroll in kindergarten, but for many years there have been 

                                                 
8 Many of my respondents gave birth to their children when they were still legally entitled to take a total of 

three years of parental leave. 
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minimal daycare places available for children younger than three (Ziefle and Gangl 

2014). Parental leave entitlements were progressively expanded over the course of the 

1980s-early 1990s to enable parents (primarily mothers) to stay at home in order to 

bridge the time between birth and kindergarten at age three (Ziefle and Gangl 2014). 

Since 2007, however, this leave is only paid for a maximum of 12 months. 

As of August 2013, following decades of public debate, all children between age 

one and school entry age (usually six) are legally entitled to a space in a daycare facility 

under the new Child Support Act (Kinderförderungsgesetz). However, German 

municipalities are primarily responsible for the provision of these new childcare facilities 

(with funding by the federal government), and they are not yet universal – this has been 

estimated to require expanding pre-kindergarten childcare coverage by roughly 750,000 

new spaces, roughly 35 to 40 percent per birth cohort (Bundesministerium für Familie, 

2013; Spiegel 2011; Ziefle and Gangl 2014). In addition, the German school day 

typically ends between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m., with few childcare opportunities available 

after this time.  

All full-time workers have a legal right to 24 days of fully paid vacation per year. 

Employees working less than full-time get fewer days in proportion to how much they 

work. Workers may take as many personal sick days as needed over the course of a year 

at full wages. All employees get 10 days per year to tend to a sick child at 70 percent pay. 

All of these benefits extend to couples registered in same sex partnerships, and for 

parents who adopt children.  

Part-time work is widely available across both white- and blue-collar job sectors, 

and accounts for 27 percent of those in employment (Eurostat 2014). Thirty-eight percent 

of employed women work part-time in Germany, compared to 19 percent of American 

women (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2011). As discussed in the chapter on Berlin 
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(Chapter 3), part-time work is not associated with lower wages in Germany like it is in 

the U.S. (Gangl and Ziefle 2009). Additionally, flexible schedules, telecommuting, and 

job sharing are often available for white-collar workers. The government provides 

support through taxes for healthcare, childrearing, and education from preschool through 

graduate school (Ferree 2012). 

 

“RAVEN MOTHER” 

 

Despite the rise in maternal employment and presence of increasingly “family-

friendly” and gender egalitarian laws, the western German women I interviewed sensed 

substantial hostility directed towards them as working mothers and reported feeling 

significant work-family conflict. Based on my interviews, it appears that a “good mother” 

in western Germany is considered one who (a) stops work when her child is born; (b) 

stays at home ideally for the first three years of her child’s life; and (c) works part-time, if 

that, until her children are teenagers, perhaps until they leave the house altogether. 

According to my respondents, the hegemonic discourse in western Germany is that all 

children, but especially young children, are developmentally, psychologically, and 

emotionally harmed when their mothers are absent and working outside the home. This 

discourse differed from what my Berlin and Stockholm respondents described. 

As I mentioned in the introduction, western Germans have a special disparaging 

word for women who work while their children are infants and toddlers: Rabenmutter, or 

raven mother. These women “leave their children in an empty nest while they fly away to 

pursue a career” (Landler 2006). Anja, a mother of two who worked as a personal care 

aide, explained: “Women are asked to work, to have a career. But if they have children 
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and they work, it’s – I don’t know if in any other language there is a word like that – they 

are Rabenmütter. … They are neglecting their children. They are no-good mothers.”  

The term raven mother is a disciplinary mechanism to police mothers’ behavior. 

By calling a woman a raven mother, others tried to shame and embarrass respondents into 

conforming to the culturally accepted definition of a good mother. In her study of 

masculinity in an American high school, CJ Pascoe (2007) demonstrated that an epithet 

like the word “fag” shaped behavior because it was widely identifiable and pejorative. 

Adolescent boys feared the term becoming permanently attached to them, and tried to 

avoid it by adopting certain behavior seen as contrasting. In Pascoe’s study, high school 

boys policed each other by using this epithet, but young men also policed themselves by 

performing hyper-masculinity and compulsive heterosexuality to prove that they weren’t 

“fags.” Similarly, for the German women I interviewed, raven mother was a well-known 

negative trope. Since all my respondents worked, the raven mother discourse did not keep 

them from pursuing paid employment. But this discourse had a profound effect on how 

the participants I spoke with viewed themselves, felt about their jobs, and made decisions 

about their work and family. 

Many of my interviewees reported being subjected to raven mother criticism by 

other women when they did not take the full duration of maternity leave the German 

government provided at the time they gave birth. Ilona, a university professor with eight- 

and ten-year-old sons, explained that she was castigated for returning to work while her 

sons were young: 

It’s culturally completely accepted that it’s better to stay home as a mom, and it’s 

completely culturally not accepted to go away [and work]. I experienced really 

many problems with other mothers. … Expressions like, “Do you really have to 

work?” “Do you think this is good for your children?” “Do you think that it’s OK 
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that they have to be in childcare for that long? Don’t you see that they are not 

developed correctly?” “You are too competitive.” … It’s an open conflict.  

Ilona felt stigmatized for working outside the home when she could be on leave. The 

question – “Do you really have to work?” – implies that as a woman, she should not work 

unless it is financially necessary for her family. She confronted the assumption that 

employment somehow damaged her children and meant that she was “too competitive,” a 

stereotypically masculine trait. Having a job while raising young children made Ilona a 

raven mother. 

 These raven mother messages were sometimes covert, with gossip whispered on 

playgrounds or overheard around children’s schools. Other times, though, mothers were 

confronted and told outright that they were raven mothers. Ilona described a specific 

incident:  

Something happened two months or so ago. I was talking to another mother from 

school about my son’s school problems, and then she told me, “Yes, you know, I 

really had this feeling that your son is with your babysitter alone on the 

playground. And he can’t go home to do his homework. Yes, Ilona, this is a 

problem. This is the problem of your son’s weakness in school.”  

Ilona’s eyes were brimming with tears when she told me this story. I asked how she 

responded: “I am always speechless. I am always speechless. I am always speechless. 

Then I cry for an hour at home and I have this feeling, ‘Yes, you are an awful mother.’ 

And one hour later it’s OK, and then I can laugh. But yeah, it hurts. … They are very 

open.” Ilona’s repetition here indicates how deeply she was impacted by these exchanges. 

.  

Working mothers said they were criticized primarily by two sources: other 

women who were usually stay-at-home mothers, and people from older generations, often 
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their own mothers or mothers-in-law. Julia, a mother of two who worked up to 70 hours a 

week as a music promoter and Waldorf teacher, suggested that stay-at-home mothers 

criticized her, perhaps in order to make themselves feel better about their own decisions. 

Julia said that she confronted the Rabenmutter discourse when she put her child in 

daycare and went back to work before the end of the allowable parental leave: 

They think of you as a bad mother. A mother has to stay home with their kids 

until they are like 3 or 4 years old and go to the kindergarten. And if they don’t, 

and spend a lot of time at work, in Germany, they are called Rabenmütter. … You 

always have to justify yourself. […] “You cannot do this, you are selfish, you are 

a career whore,” they say in Germany. 

Julia repeated that working mothers with young children were bad mothers “in 

Germany.” She felt this was a national discourse. Julia also said she found it “very 

interesting” that it was other women who criticized her: 

They do make comments, you know. Especially the moms who are really staying 

at home. They’re like, “Look at her, she’s running late.” And if your child is 

doing something wrong, it’s like, “Oh, it’s because she’s not taking enough care. 

She’s always at her job.” You hear it from other women. You hear it in school. 

Because even in school, some teachers think the mothers should stay at home. … 

I think in these days it shouldn’t be a question, but a lot of women, I think, justify 

their own staying at home, or their own problems. Anytime something goes 

wrong, it’s like, “Well, yeah. It’s because she’s working so much.” 

Julia suggested that stay-at-home mothers and even teachers criticized working mothers, 

to instill doubt about their decision to work outside the home. Much like the high school 

boys who policed one other’s masculinity in Pascoe’s (2007) study to avoid being called 

“fag,” women have a vested interest in identifying other women as bad mothers because 



 147 

it positions them in a better light – they come to represent proper femininity and good 

mothering. The threat of the raven mother epithet regulated my respondents. Even Julia, 

who loved her work felt the need to justify to other women why she worked outside the 

home.  

Women were also told by people of older generations that a woman’s proper 

place is at home with her children, adhering to the traditional adage “Children, Kitchen, 

Church” (Kinder, Küche, Kirche) that some respondents mentioned with a laugh during 

interviews. They put pressure on mothers like Sandra to stop working:  

The older people in my neighborhood, they say, “You can’t work so much! Why 

don’t you stay by your children?” And so it’s a question of a generation, I think. 

Yeah, the older generation can’t imagine that it is positive also for the family that 

the mothers go working.  

Yet it isn’t simply a matter of generation if mothers’ peers also criticized them for being 

employed, as Ilona and Julia indicated. The discourse appears to resonate across 

generations.  

Andrea is an American married to a German man. Their two children are grown, 

but she experienced tension throughout their childhood from her in-laws for working 

more than full-time, and could rarely confide in them: “Well, I couldn’t actually share my 

experience because they’d say, ‘Well that’s your fault. If you’re so stressed out, then, you 

know, don’t do that. Just quit.’ So, I was rather isolated with that. … That’s why I never 

complained.” Andrea’s in-laws argued that she was to blame for any difficulty she 

experienced in balancing work and family because she elected to lead this incompatible 

lifestyle. This discourse induced considerable guilt and emotional anguish in mothers. 
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Mothers’ Responses to the Raven Mother Discourse 

 How do mothers respond to this discourse? I found three patterns amongst my 

participants: (1) internalizing and espousing raven mother discourse; (2) expressing 

ambivalence about their work/family balance; and (3) rejecting the discourse and 

redefining what “good mothering” means to them. 

 

Espousing Raven Mother Discourse 

Respondents occasionally expressed contradictory opinions about being a 

working mother, and their views of other working mothers. Even though they worked 

outside the home and said they enjoyed it, they sometimes espoused raven mother 

discourse. These participants sounded like many of my Berlin respondents; many elected 

to work part-time (see the final section of this chapter). They thought that mothers who 

tried to reach the highest rungs in their career must not care about their children or be 

good parents. While most mothers did not aspire to top positions, their judgments 

perpetuate a discourse in Germany that disadvantages mothers by counter-posing the 

realms of work and family. These respondents escaped being labeled raven mothers by 

pointing to other mothers they believed align more closely with it, like those with career 

ambition and full-time schedules. 

Seven mothers criticized those who saw their children only in the evenings and on 

weekends. Some believed that women shouldn’t have children in the first place if they 

spent so little time with them. Tanja, an actress and mother of three, told me: “Not both 

parents can do a career. And a single mother can’t do a career. … Because she’s alone 

with the child. Why do you have the child? Then that’s no family life. You have no time 

for it. … You can’t throw them away [laughs].” Tanja felt one parent had to scale back at 

work and that single parents could not aspire for career success because that amounts to 
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child abandonment. Her words align closely with the archetypal conservative welfare 

state discourse that families should consist of a breadwinner father and a homemaker or 

part-time working mother.  

I asked another mother, Edith, why she works 20 hours a week. She explained,  

Less hours was not possible. … And full-time, I also want to have some time for 

my children. If I bring the children to the childcare in the morning and pick them 

up in the evening and I’m just having dinner and bring them to bed, I don’t need 

children [laughs].  

The suggestion in Tanja’s and Edith’s comments is that it is impossible to dedicate 

oneself to both a career and one’s children. If a mother does choose to pursue a career, 

that implies that she chose it over her own children, making her a bad mother. The 

women laughed when making these comments, perhaps, to soften these harsh judgments 

of other working mothers – judgments that they nonetheless believed to be true. 

Mothers also seemed to espouse the raven mother discourse when they expressed 

skepticism about putting their children in public daycare. Unlike mothers in Stockholm 

and Berlin, some felt children could not receive adequate care in these facilities, and 

believed that mothers should be responsible for the direct care of very young children. 

Demand continues to exceed supply for childcare spaces for those under age three. 

Angela entrusted her children to her in-laws rather than a daycare: “I think it’s just 

knowing that you’ve got people there to look after your children, that they’re being well 

cared for and not just being dumped in some place where nobody’s looking after them.”  

Anja, a mother of two- and five-year olds, explained that she didn’t place them in 

childcare because she loves them: 
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Anja: I think I will start with halftime, in a halftime job, because I have two kids. OK, 

it’s possible to put them into a kindergarten from 9-5… but I have kids. At 

least at the very beginning, I want to have a halftime job. 

Caity: And why is that? So you can spend time with them or  

Anja: Yeah, of course. Yeah. I love them. … For me it’s very important that they 

know they have a family and not just someone who puts them into bed and in 

the morning brings them into institutional surroundings. Yeah. It’s very 

important for me. 

Anja implied that mothers who work full-time do not love their children, and that these 

children might not know they have a loving family if they are placed in “institutional 

surroundings.” For Anja, it seems that loving them is justification enough for needing to 

work part-time, and keeping them out of childcare.  

Heidi has a one-year-old daughter and is pregnant with another child. She 

believed it is a mother’s responsibility to properly socialize her young children:  

That’s one of the reasons that I don’t want to put her in … childcare, yes. Because 

I want to give her a lot of my way of living, as long as possible. When she is three 

years old, OK, then the others are in her life, but now I think I want to give her 

my and my husband’s way of living. Yeah. I don’t know [the word] Werte [in 

English] – we say Werte [values]. … Only grandma and grandpa, OK. But we 

have no babysitting girl or something like that, or au pair, or what else. 

The German government supports and perpetuates this aspect of the raven mother 

discourse. For decades they provided a place for every German child ages three to six in a 

daycare facility or kindergarten, but not under age three. Coupled with the fact that the 

state has long provided three years of leave, this suggests that the government encouraged 

mothers to stay home with young children. Heidi’s comments also explain why so few of 
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the mothers I spoke to in western Germany hired babysitters or nannies: this was a sign of 

a bad mother. 

 

Ambivalence About Being a Working Mother 

The vast majority of the women I interviewed vacillated between espousing and 

rejecting raven mother discourse at different points. They tended towards feelings of 

ambivalence as a result of the mixed messages they received about how they should 

balance their work and family lives. The state and businesses encourage their labor force 

participation by offering work-family reconciliation policies, which suggests to women 

that it is acceptable to work as a mother. At the same time, mothers also perceived many 

messages from the government, stay-at-home moms, teachers, and people of older 

generations that being a good mother means staying at home, especially when their 

children are young. This dizzying conflict between the messages women receive means 

that they feel drawn in opposite directions. Julia illustrated this feeling: 

You are in a bit of emotional conflict because everyone is saying, “That’s wrong. 

You have to stay home with your kids.” Sometimes it’s like you take over these 

concerns… When I work, I still try to take care of my family, so where does it 

leave you? Do you have any time for yourself? And is it good for your kids? 

That’s mainly the question in Germany. And you take this over, you know. If 

anything goes wrong, you think, “Maybe I should have stayed home a little bit 

more.” “Maybe I should work less.” So you are always in kind of a conflict 

between the thing your culture is trying to tell you, and the thing you want to 

achieve. At the job, it’s like, “Sorry I cannot do this job, because, you know, I’m a 
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mom.” And at home, it’s like, “Sorry folks, I have to work tomorrow and I cannot 

come to your school concert.” So it’s more the emotional conflict, I guess. 

Julia loved her job and her children but said she felt a great deal of emotional conflict. 

Julia spoke in a higher pitch and faster speed than at other times during our conversation. 

She seemed anxious and distressed in trying to describe this sense of failing at home and 

at work. She felt like she constantly disappointed both her children and her employer as a 

result of the other. Julia recognized that she “takes over these concerns” and they 

influence the way she sees herself as a mother and a worker.  

Julia summed up the pressures on working mothers in western Germany: “You 

are always in kind of a conflict between the thing your culture is trying to tell you, and 

the thing you want to achieve.” While the American mothers I interviewed blamed 

themselves for their work-family conflict, Julia and other western German respondents 

seemed to understand that these tensions were rooted in conflicting cultural norms. 

Ambivalence was embedded in the comments of all the mothers I interviewed. It 

is impossible for women to grow up, live in, and raise their families in western Germany 

without having been deeply influenced by raven mother discourse.  

 

Rejecting the Discourse and Redefining “Good Mothering”  

Some mothers put considerable effort into denouncing the raven mother discourse 

and its encouragement that they feel guilty for pursuing a career. Instead, these mothers 

emphasized that it was healthy for children to be widely socialized, and that good 

mothering was determined by the quality and not the quantity of time spent with children. 

Birgit’s comments summarize these claims well: 

I think it’s very important to spend quality time with your children. Because many 

people think, “Oh, now that the child is at the kindergarten eight hours a day, then 
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you are not a good parent, maybe.” But if the time I have then with the children in 

the evening and the weekends – if I do something really nice, that we have nice 

experiences together, that’s important. … I can’t be 100% with them a day but I 

think that it wouldn’t be good for them either, if I look at [my daughter], who 

learns so much at the kindergarten, and she enjoys it so much there. And she has 

her friends there, and she sometimes gets angry when she can’t go there on a 

Saturday morning. So I don’t feel bad about that at all. I think I’d feel bad if I put 

her in front of the television in the evening when she comes home. 

Others argued that a good mother is someone who is happy and confident, which comes 

from having a well-balanced work and home life, and enables them to focus on their 

children without stress and distraction when they are home.  

Several respondents said it would be detrimental for children to have a stay-at-

home mother. Silvia explained, 

Well I don’t see why women should stop working when they got children, you 

know. And a lot of Germans think that way. I don’t think it’s better for little 

children to be at home with their mother. I don’t think that’s the right social 

environment to develop ideally. How could it be? You know, if we had large 

clans or something like that, then it makes sense for one person to stay at home 

with all the kids. But one or two little children with one woman in a little 

apartment is just not the ideal development environment if you ask me.  

Silvia pointed to countries like France where it was normal for children to enroll in 

daycare and mothers to work. The fact that this was the hegemonic ideal for good 

mothers elsewhere seemed to give her confidence in her belief even if it ran counter to 

dominant German norms: 
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[I]f you look over to France, they actually have a lot better childcare system. … 

This idea of “children have to be with their mother,” they don’t have [that idea]. 

And that really makes a difference. They have the idea that… you’re acting 

irresponsibly if you don’t give your children to childcare because there they get 

socialized into the society in a proper way.  

Mothers worked hard to disprove the raven mother discourse in their own families and 

redefine what good mothering meant to them. Mothers tended to employ all three of these 

strategies in response to raven mother discourse. The same respondent made statements 

that espoused this discourse, and then said something moments later that rejected these 

claims. Also, I don’t mean to argue that mothers are capable of completely rejecting this 

discourse without internalizing the message of good motherhood so embedded in western 

German culture and family life.  

 Although nationally representative survey data demonstrate that western Germans 

report significantly more positive attitudes towards women’s employment over the past 

two decades (Adler and Brayfield 2006; Lee, Alwin, and Tufiş 2007), the middle-income 

mothers I interviewed still felt criticized by their peers for not living up to the cultural 

ideal of a “good mother” because they worked outside the home while their children were 

small. Although public support for maternal employment is expanding in western 

Germany alongside policies that try to facilitate this employment, my interviews indicate 

that this support has not translated into more perceived respect in the day-to-day lives of 

working mothers. I now turn to a discussion of how mothers felt bored, lonely, and 

unsatisfied when they spent extended periods of time at home with their children. 
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PROBLEMS AT HOME 

 

Boredom and Restlessness 

Respondents were entitled to take between one and three years of leave after 

giving birth. Mothers seemed to value the ability to take paid leave while knowing they 

had job security. However, as I mentioned in Chapter 3, German mothers all seem to 

expect this time and job protection – these benefits were considered unremarkable. 

However, many of the mothers I spoke with felt pressured to stay at home longer than 

they wanted, and felt that this leave time damaged their standing at work. 

Some mothers like Erika seemed desperate to return to their jobs. She is a single 

mother and a high school math/physics teacher who took three years of leave available to 

her, during which she felt disconnected, lonely, and bored: 

I’m not very good with children, I think. I want to get ahead with things – learn 

things. And to just be forced to do nothing, this was terrible. I always told my 

sister the first three years was like living in a daze. You are not yourself; you 

don’t have time for yourself. You are just like a machine. … It was just so boring 

and I felt all my brains you know, like not able to think anymore.  

Erika did not enjoy her maternity leave, and seemed to resent the expectation that she 

devote all her time and energy toward her child. These feelings spurred her to question 

her abilities as a mother. Erika told me she had never considered going back to work 

before the three years of leave were up because, as bad as she felt at home, the reproach 

she would face if she did return to work felt like a worse fate to her.   

Edith, an educational administrator, explained that she enjoyed her maternity 

leave for a time, but found it untenable after one year following both pregnancies:  
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When I stayed at home for two years, in the end, I was very unhappy. And if you 

are unhappy, you can’t listen to the children. You don’t want to play with them. 

… After one year, I want to come out to meet other people, don’t talk about 

children. Talking to grown-ups [laughs].  

Edith believed that she was a better parent when she worked. The lack of adult-talk and 

disproportionate time spent on domestic tasks made her stir crazy. Many of my 

respondents discussed the lack of stimulation, challenge, and fulfillment they felt while 

on maternity leave.  

Although the hegemonic discourse about “good mothering” suggests that caring 

for one’s children is a mother’s most laudable task mothers like Julia told me they felt 

unappreciated at home and valued in the workplace: 

I thought maybe I [was] going to stay [on leave] for two years … and after one 

year, I called up my boss, and said, “I’m back! I need to come back as quickly as 

possible.” I missed working actually. I missed doing something for which I was 

able to take the credits, you know. It’s like being respected for something – not 

like caring for kids or something, because nobody respects you for doing that. But 

I missed the things [at work] – I can achieve something you know, you’re a part 

of society. Because when you stay at home with a kid you’re kind of like out of it. 

… Separated from everything. 

These statements echo Arlie Hochschild’s (1997) findings that many workers today find 

the gratification, praise, and support they need at work instead of from their homes. The 

raven mother discourse and institutional support for stay-at-home mothers may make 

these women feel like good mothers, but my respondents reported that this policy and 

cultural support for staying home may not translate into a sense of being valued, 

respected, or acknowledged for caregiving.  
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 There is likely a class dimension at play here for my respondents. The majority of 

mothers in my study were privileged – they had the skills necessary to work in white-

collar positions that afforded them validation and challenges. The opposite is sometimes 

the case for low-income women: low-wage workers do not necessarily gain as much 

value or recognition from their jobs as higher-wage workers do. Edin and Kefalas (2005) 

found in their study of low-income American mothers that they could not rely on their 

jobs as a source of motivation and respect; instead, they turned to motherhood to “bring 

validation, purpose, companionship, and order to their often chaotic lives” (172). Raising 

children became the avenue through which these poor women demonstrated their 

maturity, competence, and self-worth: “motherhood offers young women with limited 

options a valid role and a meaningful set of challenges” (172). For low-income mothers, 

policy entitlements like lengthy parental leave may feel more like an opportunity than an 

obligation. However, studies have found that, even in the U.S., working-class women 

may gain a sense of competence, self-worth, and social connectedness from their jobs 

that they do not get from housework (Hochschild 1997; Ferree 1976; Ferree 1980).  

My interviewees, ranging from a retail cashier to an architect, emphasized that the 

benefits they enjoyed from paid work outside the home were qualitatively different from 

the benefits they enjoyed from the unpaid work of caring for their young children at 

home. For this reason, they wanted to both work outside the home for pay and raise their 

children. I heard this same sentiment amongst my interviewees in all countries.  

 Each mother’s interpretation of how much time she wanted to spend at home after 

childbirth was different in western Germany – Erika and Julia could likely have returned 

to work quite soon after childbirth and been satisfied, while Edith was content at home 

for one year. The problem for mothers like Erika, Julia, and Edith arises when they feel 

obligated to remain at home longer than they would like. Lengthy paid leave reinforces 
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traditional cultural ideologies about good mothering, which may not be in mothers’ best 

interests.  

 

The Gender Division of Household Labor 

Interviewees indicated that taking long periods of parental leave reinforced the 

traditional gender division of labor with their husbands. Mothers ended up shouldering 

most of the burden of housework. For example, Ilona (mentioned above) and her husband 

were both professors, and they have two sons. When I asked how she and her husband 

divided up family and household responsibilities after her children were born, she 

laughed and said, “After birth, everything changed.” She explained that they were 

together for a long time before having children and were emphatic about being equal 

partners: they had separate bank accounts, separate bedrooms in addition to their shared 

room, kept their own last names, and alternated paying for meals at restaurants every 

time. Ilona took the legal minimum of two months’ leave when she had her boys, and her 

husband did not take any official paternity leave. During and after this short maternity 

leave, though, Ilona told me, “We have a completely developed role system. I’m the one 

who’s doing everything. I am the one who’s cooking, washing clothes, buying clothes, 

buying shoes. He’s the one who’s doing the money, the house, the cars.” She explained 

that both she and her husband noticed the drastic change when she went on leave, and 

neither like the new system, but have no idea how it developed or why it persists. She 

expressed frustration and distress at this pattern. 

Most of the women in my sample described an unbalanced division of labor in 

their homes after they took parental leave. Compared to their partners, they did more of 

the laundry, cooked more of the meals, cleaned a larger proportion of the house, did more 
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of the grocery shopping, and completed more of the caring tasks for their children during 

and after their maternity leave. These women were aggravated by what they perceived as 

sliding backward from a more egalitarian relationship to a more conventional one.  

I didn’t see fathers out alone in public with their children very often in western 

Germany like I did in Stockholm, Berlin, and Rome. Public parks, metros, and 

playgrounds usually featured mothers alone with children, or both parents, but rarely 

fathers alone. Below is a photo taken in a park with lots of mothers and their children. I 

took far fewer photos during my fieldwork in western Germany and the U.S. than in other 

field sites. I realize in retrospect that I was spurred to pull out my camera far less often 

because I was accustomed to seeing mothers in public with their children – it was 

normalized in my own mind to the point that I didn’t consider it photo-worthy. 

 

 

Illustration 14. A park full of mothers with their children. 

As of 2012, the available 12 months’ paid leave is formally gender neutral: it can 

be split evenly between partners (with an extra two months available if the leave is shared 



 160 

between parents), but according to my respondents, this rarely happens (my interviews 

were conducted in 2011 and 2012). In my sample, one respondent shared the leave time 

equally with her spouse, while one father took four months, three took two months, and 

one took six weeks away from work. In two of these six cases, the men who took leave 

were unemployed when their child was born.  

Birgit is the only woman whose partner split the leave equally with her. She is a 

government adviser with a two-year-old and six-month-old and is married to a PR 

consultant. Birgit explained the logic that some couples use to justify their unequal 

division of leave time and reduced working hours: 

You could also split up seven months the man, seven months the woman. Here in 

reality, unfortunately, most people split it up 12 months the mother, and two 

months the father. Unfortunately, many fathers don’t even take the two months 

because they say, “Yeah, it’s a really good thing [for fathers to take leave] but in 

my job, of course, that’s not possible that I stay at home because I’m a project 

leader. I would have to give away my project if I do that.”  

My respondents suggested that deference is paid to men’s jobs over women’s, although 

both careers can suffer from extended leaves. The mothers I interviewed in western 

Germany never mentioned any criticism aimed at their boyfriends and husbands for 

working while their children were young. The conservative welfare state mandate that 

men be breadwinners meant that the partners of my participants mostly continued 

working after their children were born. As a result, mothers carried the weight for 

maintaining their households. 

 Some mothers said that working for pay was important because it demonstrated to 

their partners that they needed to share in the childcare and housework. Annette warned 
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that mothers could get stuck with these tasks alone if they stayed at home too long after 

giving birth: 

I guess it’s just important to let him know that that’s the way it’s going to be: that 

you’re going back to work [after childbirth] and that this means he has to take 

some responsibility as well. … Because, I guess, as soon as soon as you stay at 

home, you get all the cleaning and washing and cooking and all that stuff. … 

Because then you force your partner to take over part of the responsibility for part 

of the child. And also [the] responsibility for household things.  

Declining to use all the available parental leave benefit was a tool to create more equality 

for Annette in her household. In this way, mothers like Annette rejected the conservative 

welfare state dictate that mothers should be primarily responsible for the home.  

 

Should Policies Incentivize Mothers to Stay at Home? 

The German government pays families both “children’s money” (Kindergeld) to 

defray the costs of childrearing, regardless of parents’ work status, and “parents’ money” 

(Elterngeld), which funds their parental leave and is based on their previous average net 

income. From 2012 to 2015, a small “childcare benefit” (Betreuungsgeld) was available 

to stay-at-home mothers who did not enroll their children in publicly subsidized daycare. 

This benefit has been highly contentious and was eventually overturned. I interviewed 

mothers right before and after this benefit was rolled out, and it was a popular topic 

amongst respondents. Critics worried that this money disincentivized low-income 

mothers to work, especially immigrant mothers, and would mean that immigrant children 

were slower to integrate into German society (Hawley 2012). At a time when Germany 

was investing many millions of Euros into expanding public childcare for children up to 
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age three, some scholars likened Betreunngsgeld to building a road but paying drivers not 

to drive on it (The Economist 2012). My respondents tended to agree. While some 

mothers said the money was of course useful to families, several interviewees believed 

that it incentivized mothers to take too much time off work and stay at home, which 

disadvantaged them in the workplace and at home.  

Nadine, a professor and mother of a three-year-old, explained that in western 

Germany these incentives were referred to colloquially as Herdprämie, or “stove 

premium” – the government paid women to stay in the kitchen: 

You should know about in Germany, we have the so-called Herdprämie [stove 

premium] [laughs]. That’s not the technical term. … And I think that was the 

worst decision ever! … [Because] the people tend to stay at home this time and 

for me, one year out of a job is too long. I don’t understand why they put that in 

place. Of course it’s comfortable… and you are out of the game after a year. And 

the state has given an incentive to you that you do that. And that’s something I 

don’t really understand. … It is backwards. 

This cash allowance more or less explicitly encouraged the “primary caregiver” – almost 

always women – to stay at home. Parental allowance (Elterngeld) is meant to be a wage 

replacement, so it is only awarded if a parent takes leave time after childbirth.  

Because of Elterngeld, women who decide to work after the mandatory two 

months spent at home following childbirth can end up financially worse off than if they 

remained at home. Nadine lamented: 

But the Elterngeld, I didn’t get it because I was back at work then, and I didn’t get 

a lot more [money] at work. So I was working, paying for the childcare, paying 

for the commuting, but didn’t get the money from the state when I would have 

stayed at home. I would have had more money not working. And that’s 
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counterproductive, in my perspective. … It was less money than if I would have 

stayed at home. 

Research has found that cash allowance benefits depress women’s labor force 

participation, while subsidies for childcare increase it (see OECD 2004). My respondents 

felt strongly that increasing the availability of high-quality affordable childcare would be 

more effective at helping them balance their work and family commitments than giving 

them cash allowances that seem to encourage women to stay home with their young ones.  

 

MARGINALIZATION AT WORK 

 

Workplace Bias Against Mothers  

While my respondents in Stockholm and Berlin largely felt comfortable as 

mothers at work, my respondents in western Germany recounted many instances of 

gender bias in the workplace. Their experiences tended to echo those of mothers in Italy 

and the United States. Sometimes supervisors and colleagues expressed hostility, lack of 

support, and discrimination, which made mothers’ work lives difficult. Though there are 

many regulations in place to protect mothers on the job, it is likely that coworkers and 

bosses still felt comfortable exhibiting bias towards working mothers because of 

dominant cultural attitudes that consider women less capable than men at work.  

The mothers I interviewed did not report that bosses were angry that they had 

children. Bosses affirmed that women should be mothers, but believed that motherhood 

made them worse employees, and sometimes deserved to be fired. When I asked Birgit 

about telling her boss she was pregnant, she laughed and said, “He has very bad social 

competency so he said, ‘OK. Um, why? How old are you? Oh, 32. Yeah, then it’s time. 
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You should hurry up. But one thing I can tell you: then you will lose your contract here, 

that’s clear.’” The law does not protect employees who do contract-based work in the 

same way that it does for other workers. Birgit’s boss made it clear that someone with a 

child is unwelcome at the company. This discriminatory behavior is rooted in the idea 

that women are categorically less capable workers because of their family commitments 

(Correll, Benard, and Paik 2007). 

Sandra, an educational administrator, recognized a double standard regarding 

expectations for men’s and women’s work-family commitments. At their jobs, fathers are 

praised for taking care of their children, whereas mothers are looked down upon. I asked 

Sandra what the workplace could do to make it easier for mothers to balance work and 

family: 

I think it must be more popular to say that you have kids. … I thought it was very 

funny because as a man, you often can do it easier because everybody said, “Oh, 

what a good man, looking about his kids!” And for women, it’s often more of a 

feeling [as] I said to you before, “She’s a mom, it’s a problem.” … I think nobody 

will say it directly to you, but it’s sometimes a little bit the feeling. … [At my old 

job] it’s not the things they say to you, but sometimes you hear it when they talk 

about others: “Ah, she always must stay at home with her kid.” And when you 

hear this, you always have the feeling, “What they are talking about me when I 

am not here?”  

Because Sandra overheard coworkers complaining about mothers who change their work 

schedules, she was concerned that they badmouthed her in her absence.  
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Mothers’ Policy Use Can Incite Punishment in the Workplace 

Mothers had the sense that German workplaces expected employees to commit 

themselves as ideal workers on the job. Some of the western German mothers felt that 

using maternity/parental leave and job protection policies in fact damaged their standing 

at work. Ilona is one example. Prior to becoming a professor, she was a departmental 

director for a multimedia company, and found out that the CEO was plotting to fire her 

after she announced her pregnancy. She described the announcement as a “nightmare”: 

I had to tell him, “I’m sorry. I’m pregnant.” … They expected someone who was 

working 24 hours. And our culture in Germany says something completely 

different when you become pregnant. It says that you stay home from the day on. 

That’s the German idea of someone who gets pregnant. They leave the company 

and they don’t want to work. They want to stay with the kids, and this was not my 

idea when I got the baby. Or when I got pregnant. I thought, “I really want to 

work, I love my work. It’s going to be very interesting. I’m going to manage the 

baby. I’m going to take it with me to my job in a cradle. I’m going to manage. 

This will not be a problem.”  

Although she expressed her intention of living up to the ideal worker image – one 

unencumbered by family commitments (Acker 1990) – at her highly demanding job by 

taking only the required two months’ leave, her boss secretly consulted with a lawyer to 

find a legal loophole so she could be fired. An office secretary informed Ilona of this 

plan. When she angrily confronted her supervisor, he implored her “to understand us.” He 

explained that Ilona was of little use to the company now, and was a financial drain given 

the legal mandates that the company subsidize her leave and keep her job secured.  

Ilona’s boss invoked maternity leave and job security policies meant to protect 

working mothers to make her feel guilty for getting pregnant. This event incited her to 
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quit, and she eventually sought a position in academia, which she considered more 

welcoming to working mothers, albeit with half the salary. Not all mothers have the 

option to quit their jobs if they experience discrimination at work. Julia similarly 

described her boss’ reaction to her pregnancy: 

… They put on a lot of stress and make you feel guilty sometimes because it’s 

like, “We have to pay for you although you cannot work, and now we have to pay 

two people for the same job because of all these regulations.” And it sometimes 

makes you feel a bit bad, even if it’s not meant like that. Actually I was the one 

taking care of it because they didn’t know anything about like, “What shall we do 

now?” … I proposed a plan and I got a replacement and I told my replacement 

how to do my job.  

Because of women’s legal right to paid leave and job security, some supervisors 

expressed their displeasure at having to accommodate their absence or find, hire, and 

train a temporary replacement. This burden often gets displaced onto women in a kind of 

“you created the problem, so it’s your job to solve it” mentality – particularly because 

men rarely used this leave time. This “blaming the victim” was especially apparent in the 

experiences of nine of the 26 women I interviewed because they were the first women to 

become mothers in their departments, and sometimes their entire companies.  

When mothers got pregnant, they often worked especially hard to demonstrate 

that they were capable, committed workers. Birgit believed that her boss may have seen 

maternity leave as a useful way to rid the workplace of “incapable” pregnant women and 

mothers of young children:  

I heard from a colleague when I was pregnant again… that [my boss] said, “Frau 

Mezger is not so capable anymore now that she is pregnant.” And that is a thing 

that irritated me a lot because I didn’t miss work a single day because of my 
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pregnancy. … I think sometimes he thought, “These women with their problems 

and their children. Why don’t they just stay at home for three years? Then they 

wouldn’t make me so much problems.” … I think he thinks it’s a little bit 

irritating that he has so many women there getting pregnant all the time.  

Birgit’s impressions from her boss’ behavior and the conversation repeated to her by the 

office receptionist shaped her understanding of how she was viewed at work. This theme 

of overcompensation came up frequently among the western German women I 

interviewed – they tried to counter prejudice and discrimination spurred by their leave 

time by demonstrating their proficiency at work by living up to the ideal worker model 

(Acker 1990) and work devotion schema (Blair-Loy 2003).  

 

Part-Time and Flexible Schedules = Uncommitted Workers 

In addition to leave time, several respondents said they believed some employers 

interpreted a mother working part-time as a signal that she lacked interest, commitment, 

or ability. This is problematic because 15 of my 26 respondents in western Germany 

worked part-time schedules – a tactic to deter raven mother criticism and alleviate work-

family conflict (I discuss this solution in the next section). Simone, a researcher and 

mother of a one-year-old, perceived that women’s part-time schedules factored into 

supervisors’ decisions about whom to recruit and mentor along the career ladder:  

I think when you are in part-time, they interpret this in terms of, “She does not 

want to develop further. She is not committed enough.” … I think the tendency is 

that… when you step into the world of part-time jobs, that might be decisive for 

your future development. … I don’t think it’s right. I’m not supporting these ideas 
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that are dominant as it seems to me in personal recruitment… where the decisions 

are taken about whom to foster and whom to put aside.  

Simone’s observation highlights another way that women can be disadvantaged at work 

compared to men: women may be more likely to be overlooked or dropped by 

supervisors because their reduced hours are interpreted as a woman’s primary devotion to 

her children rather than to her job. Unlike men who are fathers, being a mother is viewed 

as incompatible with being an ideal worker because they are presumed to be encumbered 

by family and unavailable to commit themselves fully to work (Blair-Loy 2003).  

Several mothers explained their decision to work full-time by pointing to the 

disadvantages they saw for women with part-time schedules. Both Ilona and Annette 

recognized that it hindered women’s job prospects, encouraged them to do more 

housework, and highlighted women’s status as mothers and less desirable job candidates 

in the eyes of employers (Webber and Williams 2007, 2008). They are both professors, 

and adamantly encouraged their female students to keep up their labor continuity and not 

reduce their hours, even though they admitted that these policies could be appealing.  

Adelheid was grateful that her boss was supportive in allowing her to have a 

flexible schedule. She was able to choose her own working hours and to change her 

weekly hours after she gave birth to her daughter. However, she acknowledged somewhat 

regretfully that the fluctuations in her hours and intermittent time spent at the office 

damaged her career. While a flex schedule enabled her to spend more time with her two-

year-old, it hurt her career in the long run:  

You have to expect less from work and from the position you can get, and from 

the salary you can get. … It wasn’t clear to me that it takes such a long time all 

together [to raise children] – around 15 or 16 years that I have to work part-time 

until I could change to full time again. But in my case it’s far too late then, 
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because then, I’m 55. Then I have to be happy if I can stay in this agency with all 

these young people, and that they don’t ask me to sit downstairs in the cellar 

where nobody can see me because I’m an old woman. It’s really like that. So it’s 

over. It sounds horrible but that’s the truth. It’s over.  

Adelheid seemed remorseful and frustrated that her career prospects were less promising 

after she had a child. The ability to adjust her hours meant that she could play a more 

active role in her daughter’s life, but that meant that she played a less active role at work, 

too. This fluctuation in hours over the years may mean that Adelheid was less able to 

keep up with new developments at work, especially because her consulting job is in the 

field of digital media, where innovation happens rapidly. She worried about getting 

passed by in knowledge and expertise by younger workers who may relegate her to the 

proverbial “cellar.” 

The conservative welfare state model assumes that men are primary breadwinners 

while women either stay home to care for their children or work part-time to supplement 

their husband’s incomes. This model privileges men, heterosexual couples, and higher 

income families. Although this policy model is changing, its vestiges remain. Because it 

is assumed in both German policy and culture that women work only as a supplemental 

income source, women and especially mothers are marginalized in the workplace. Using 

the policies available to them only further signaled respondents’ inability to enact a 

masculine ideal worker role in their places of work.  

 

MOTHERS’ RESPONSES TO WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT 
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The possibilities mothers face to mitigate work-family conflict are confined by 

their countries’ cultural repertoires and institutional supports. Mothers in western 

Germany faced a singular ideal of what it means to be a good mother. Their coping 

tactics therefore operated within this limited cultural definition: what they considered 

possible solutions were confined to options that allowed them to preserve their self-

identities as good mothers.  

Mothers primarily used two strategies to reduce work-family conflict, avoid the 

raven mother slur, and escape marginalization at work: scaling back their own work 

ambitions, primarily by working part-time, and downplaying their family status while at 

work. By examining these coping tools, I further explicate the mechanisms that oppress 

mothers and demonstrate how they are a reflection of the social arrangements and 

hegemonic discourses in western Germany. Both these solutions perpetuate the status quo 

and contribute to gender inequality for mothers at home and at work. 

 

Scaling Back on Paid Work  

Some of the mothers in my sample decided to work part-time after they finished 

their maternity leave. These mothers did not generally acknowledge the downsides of 

part-time work during our interviews. Instead, for these women, part-time schedules 

seemed to enable them to enjoy the personal and economic benefits of paid work, and 

largely escape the condemnation of the raven mother discourse which these respondents 

seemed to have internalized. This solution seemed common for both my former East and 

West German respondents, despite their different histories. 

Edith, for example, has a five- and seven-year-old, a master’s in civil engineering, 

and a job as a part-time educational administrator. Mentioned earlier, Edith wanted to 



 171 

return to work after one year of maternity leave with each child, but instead stayed at 

home for two years, returning to work part-time afterward. She explained during our 

interview that mothers who work long hours cannot be good parents. She was careful to 

note, though, that she thought neither mothers nor fathers could do a good job at home if 

they strived for high levels of success at work:  

Caity: Do you think it’s possible for women who are mothers to get to the very top in 

their career? 

Edith: Yes, I think it is possible. But in this case I think you are not really present in 

family as a mother. Such as men who are in the top positions, they are not 

really present in the family. When I ask my boss, “Where are you going for 

holiday?” And he says, “I don’t know, my woman organized it.” He has no 

time to do it, and it’s normal. For men in top positions, they don’t know 

what’s going on in family. And for mothers to come to the top positions, I 

think it’s possible, but they need someone who cares about the family because 

they won’t. … They could do it, but they are not present as mother in the 

family. 

Caity: So do you think you can be a successful mother and a successful worker at the 

top of your field if you are a woman? 

Edith: No. I don’t think so. And also, I also think you can’t be a successful man and a 

successful dad. Because to be a successful mother or dad, you need time. You 

also need some time. You need, I don’t know how to tell in English. Your 

brain – it has to be also in the family, you can’t stay at home during dinner 

and talking to the children and, at the same time, you are thinking about your 

job. The children will notice it. 
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Edith thought it was possible for mothers to achieve high positions, but they wouldn’t be 

good mothers if they did. She has internalized and reinterpreted the raven mother 

discourse: she thought that both women and men are poor parents if they “leave the nest” 

to seek high levels of career success, especially those who work full-time, because it is 

impossible for a parent to have enough time at home or be present with their family. This 

view may have shaped her own decisions about work and family: Edith works 20 hours 

per week and is overqualified for her job given her education, but her part-time schedule 

allows her to fulfill the cultural definition of a “good mother” who can focus more time 

on her children. For Edith, she is not implicated in her definition of a raven mother. 

Other mothers also saw the balance between work and family as a zero-sum 

game: a parent has a certain number of hours in the day, and a good mother simply 

couldn’t work full-time – just as many of my Berlin respondents said. The married 

mother of a two-year-old, Stefanie job-shares her position as a business unit controller 

and works 18 hours a week. She had worked as an au pair when she was younger, and 

witnessed what she considered the problematic household dynamics of a high-flying dual 

career couple, knowing she never wanted this for herself: 

When you work full-time, when do you see your child? I have a friend in 

Switzerland [where] it’s usual or common that moms work full-time, and France 

too. And she has a nanny for 13 hours a day. And I thought, “Hm, why does she 

have two kids? For what?” And I was an au pair in France once. I was the 13th au 

pair in this family and the mom did work from 8 to 8, and the dad from 9 to 7. So 

I thought, “Why do they have three kids? For the weekend? You have a daycare 

from 7 to 9 every day?” Both were very successful, sure, but why did they have 

three kids? I don’t know. For me, it’s not possible. But it is, sure. … I think you 
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should spend some time from Monday to Friday with your kids! [laughs] Not only 

on Saturday and Sunday. 

The raven mother discourse embedded in German culture makes people critical of 

mothers who dedicate too much time to pursuing their jobs instead of focusing on their 

family, even if they too are working mothers. For Stefanie, she couldn’t understand why 

someone would choose to have children if they spend most of their time Monday-Friday 

with hired caregivers. This decision was inconceivable to Stefanie – which contrasts 

strongly to my Italian and American respondents, who frequently followed this model of 

family life with outsourced labor.  

The wide availability of part-time work in white-collar occupational settings helps 

explain why mothers like Stefanie could hold onto this definition of good motherhood in 

western Germany, but not in Italy or the United States: highly educated women in 

Germany can find good jobs that are part-time. Working fewer hours and aiming lower 

on the career ladder come to help define good mothering in the western German context. 

Part-time work schedules seemed to be a crucial tool working mothers in western 

Germany used to manage work-family conflict and cultural opprobrium.  

 

Downplaying Their Family Status in the Workplace 

Mothers also tried to counter their marginalization at work by avoiding any 

discussion of their children. For example, Adelheid sought to counter the stigma she felt 

for being a mother by putting considerable effort into downplaying her status as a mother. 

Adelheid’s company had quite a few women who were mothers, and her boss was firm in 

his support of them. Despite their numbers, she still believed that people view women 

who are mothers as less capable than other employees: 
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We don’t talk about children. … We want to be part of this agency and we work 

there, and we want to do a good job. And if we talked about our children all the 

time, everybody will always say, “Ah, the mothers. We have just the mothers.” I 

have a quite high position there, and I can’t have this image as a mother all the 

time because I’m quite hard and quite tough. So it’s not going together. We don’t 

do that.  

In spite of mothers’ substantial numerical presence, Adelheid acknowledged that 

motherhood and expertise at work were considered incompatible. Implicit in her 

comment that she was “quite hard and quite tough” is the cultural belief that mothers are 

soft and weak, which are undesirable traits in the workplace. Therefore, Adelheid 

downplayed the fact that she was a mother in order to demonstrate to others that she 

possessed the masculine traits of someone deserving of “a quite high position.” The fact 

that she sometimes worked full-time – living up to the standard of the ideal worker – and 

sometimes worked part-time meant that she had to perform additional labor to 

compensate for her use of this policy. 

While policies like telecommuting were available to many of my respondents, not 

all women used them because they were aware of the consequences of putting in less 

face-time in the office, and worried about being put on the “mommy track.” Birgit had a 

home office but used it only in unusual circumstances because she feared that coworkers 

would think she was not committed, even though she worked 30 hours a week:  

I didn’t use it so much because for me… I felt more comfortable most often to go 

to the actual [office] because there I have my colleagues around – I can go for a 

coffee with them, I can be more “seen.” Because it can be a problem if you work 

part-time and then, three of these days, you sit at home, then maybe people feel 

like, “Uh, is she really working? Is she really there?” 
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Similarly, Sonia – a journalist and mother of two – realized only after beginning a 

flexible schedule that her time in the office rarely overlapped with her supervisor’s. He 

scheduled meetings when she had already gone home for the day and could not attend, 

which she worried sent the message to her colleagues that she was disengaged and 

unavailable.  

My interviews show that despite mothers’ hard work, commitment, and 

enthusiasm for their jobs, the presence of legal mandates and work-family policies do not 

necessarily advantage them in the workplace. Participants reported feeling marked as 

inferior at work for being a mother, so women therefore felt ambivalent about work-

family policy because it was potentially fraught with trouble for them on the job.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Although today’s legal framework in Germany encourages women to work and 

have children, and relies on their labor in the paid workforce and at home, the working 

mothers I interviewed in western Germany felt devalued and criticized in both spheres. 

My findings indicate that on the one hand working mothers felt stigmatized for their 

family status at work: mothers’ policy use highlighted their inability to enact an ideal 

worker identity that remains implicitly coded as male. On the other hand, mothers also 

felt stigmatized for being employed outside the home while raising young children; 

returning to their jobs and shortening their leave incurred the “raven mother” slur – 

someone who has left her nest and deserted her offspring to pursue employment. The 

women I spoke with expressed little desire to stay at home for years on end and great 

interest in working for pay, yet working mothers also described barriers to their 
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occupational success despite and sometimes because of the work-family policies in 

place.  

Although a mother in western Germany may not lose her job for leaving work to 

care for a sick child, this fact does not disrupt the cultural assumption that it continues to 

be primarily mothers’ job to tend to children. My respondents explained how their 

marriage slid from a more egalitarian to a more traditional dynamic once they took 

parental leave. Mothers recounted their use of flexible hours or a home office as helpful, 

but realized that they rarely saw their boss. Participants occasionally took advantage of 

the legal right to reduce their working hours after returning from parental leave, and later 

learned that their bosses saw them as less capable and committed to their jobs. Some 

mothers decided to take longer leave instead of returning to work because the cash 

allowance matched their normal salary.  

In these regards, the mothers in western Germany I interviewed expressed 

frustration at their inability to harmonize their careers with their domestic commitments 

using the work-family policies available to them – even with more recent policies that 

seem progressive in supporting mothers’ dual responsibilities to work and to family. The 

stories of my participants make clear that the unintended consequences scholars have 

identified with policies such as lengthy leaves and part-time work schedules, as well as 

the lag time between policy implementation and attitudinal change, have real, negative 

consequences in western German mothers’ day-to-day lives.   

The western German mothers in my study expressed dissatisfaction with the 

state’s available laws and their ability to use them without fear of stigma. I suggest that 

this dissatisfaction stems from the German state’s enforcement of a gender regime 

through its legal structure that is still pro-mother, but not yet pro-equality. Competing 

political groups in Germany have all shaped the current work-family policy landscape. 
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The disparate voices around the table – European Union mandates, feminist groups, 

conservative parties, progressive parties, and religious groups, among others – seem to 

have led to a policy tug of war, with working mothers stuck in the middle. Although 

German work-family policies seem to be mostly forging ahead toward a more social-

democratic model of gender equality and dual-earner/carer families, this shift has not 

created consistent positive changes in the daily lives of working mothers on the ground in 

the decade since their inception. My interviews suggest that these large shifts in the 

policy landscape leave working mothers on unstable ground: although motherhood and 

employment are ostensibly compatible in this new model (as the EU, feminist groups, 

and progressive political parties have pushed for), this chapter makes clear that this 

change on the policy level has not trickled down into consistent, widespread acceptance 

and support of women’s dual work and family responsibilities in western Germany's 

cultural landscape.   

Furthermore, when competing political factions with divergent goals all have an 

influence on a nation’s work-family policy, the resulting inconsistencies in laws create 

uncertain terrain for working mothers. For example, Germany's decision to provide paid 

parental leave for a maximum of 12 months is meant to encourage a swift on-ramp back 

to paid employment for new mothers compared to the old three-year standard, yet they 

simultaneously offer stay-at-home parents a monthly stipend (Betreunngsgeld, referred to 

as Herdprämie, or stove premium, by my respondents) which is perceived by many as 

incentivizing women to stay in the kitchen. The dearth of childcare spots for children 

under age three continues to make it difficult for mothers to return to work.  

My respondents suggested that the hegemonic definition of a good mother in 

western Germany is one who stops work after childbirth, stays home for up to several 

years, and then works part-time, if at all. All the mothers in my sample felt considerable 
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guilt and work-family conflict in sensing that they did not live up to this ideal. This 

definition of motherhood disadvantages all mothers who engage in paid work, and 

privileges stay-at-home mothers who embody the conservative welfare state ideal. 

Because immigrant mothers have much lower levels of employment than native-born 

German mothers, it is interesting to note that perhaps they experience less guilt because 

they more closely conform to this gendered ideal. Whether immigrant mothers in western 

Germany have knowledge of or feel pressured by German norms about work and family 

is a topic worthy of further exploration. Women without children likely experience 

stigma because they aren’t mothers, and they may experience statistical discrimination in 

the workplace. As in all my field sites, men in western Germany stand to benefit the most 

from the current welfare state work-family model, policies, and cultural expectations.  
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Chapter 5. Italy: 

“Nobody Helps Me. It is Very Difficult in Italy” 

 

Elena greeted me at the door to her flat in an upscale neighborhood that borders 

St. Peter’s Square and Vatican City. She had just arrived home from work, and opened 

the door before retreating quickly to the kitchen where she was boiling water for her 

daughter’s pasta dinner. Upon entering, I was met with the shy stare of her three-year-old 

daughter, Anna. She was sitting in a tall bucket of soapy water on the floor of the shower 

stall in their bathroom, clutching a plastic Cinderella doll in one hand. Elena asked 

distractedly if I wouldn’t mind washing the soap out of Anna’s hair so we could get her 

out of her bath and into her pajamas. I agreed and helped Anna finish her bath, and Elena 

joined us, lifting her out of the bucket and into a fluffy towel. 

Elena is a marketing manager for a subsidiary of a transnational financial 

company. She typically works 12-hour days, arriving home around 8:30 every evening, at 

which time her housekeeper/nanny departs – a single mother from the Ukraine whom she 

employs full-time. Elena’s daughter attends daycare during the day and the nanny picks 

her up and brings her home, caring for her until Elena arrives.  

At the end of her long work days, Elena says she feels exhausted, but to me she is 

still full of energy, flitting from the kitchen to the bathroom to her daughter’s room and 

back again, finishing the prep for her daughter’s dinner and carrying two wine glasses 

into a small table in Anna’s room. Anna eats her pasta and watches television while her 

mother and I talk and sip red wine perched on Anna’s bed. Her room feels extremely 

feminine (see Illustrations 15-18): it is cluttered with dolls and princess toys, decorated in 

bright pinks, greens, and reds. A child-sized play kitchen sat to the right of the television.  
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Illustration 15. Anna shows me her dolls. 

Illustration 16. Anna’s bedroom. 

  

Illustration 17. Anna’s post-dinner fashion show. 

Illustration 18. Elena and Anna during the fashion show. 

Elena is direct, talkative, and eager to be interviewed. After Anna is settled, Elena 

dives into a two-hour monologue about her life as a working mother, and doesn't really 

stop talking for two hours. I wrote in my field notes afterward that she seemed like a 

faucet that couldn’t be turned off once it had opened.  
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Elena is from a small village in southern Italy, and said her parents sacrificed a lot 

in order to ensure that she and her three sisters wanted for nothing and could attend the 

country’s best universities. She moved to Rome to study and work, and expressed 

ambivalence about her current job, describing it as a “golden prison.” She works in 

middle management, has a good salary, works very long hours, and is well respected and 

liked within her company. But Elena felt middle management was a rat race. She has 

frequent performance reviews and needs to score higher than the other marketing 

managers internationally in order to move up the ranks. She is exhausted and wants more 

time at home, but she said that’s not an option in this company.  

Elena believed it would help enormously if she could telecommute more often. 

While telecommuting is so normal in the UK branch that employees have to schedule 

their desk space, it remains uncommon in the Italian branch. Her parents still live in 

southern Italy so are unable to help care for Anna, and her parents-in-law have passed 

away. This lack of help from their parents felt like a great hardship for Elena.  

Elena’s husband is a software engineer and works rotating shifts: one day from 7 

am to 3 pm, the next day, 3 pm to 11 pm, the next 11 pm to 7 am, and then he has two 

days off. This means his schedule changes every week. Elena is responsible for 

organizing every detail of their family life: groceries, the nanny/housekeeper, bills, 

vacations, doctor appointments, and so on. She thinks her husband has no idea what goes 

into running their family. He spends quality time with their daughter, but doesn’t help 

maintain the rest of their household. She hated that she spent what felt like so little time 

with Anna. Hiring the housekeeper/nanny was Elena’s solution to her substantial work-

family conflict. She thinks the Italian government doesn’t provide the support Italian 

families need, and expressed great frustration about this repeatedly. 
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Elena’s story is typical of the Italian mothers I interviewed in Rome. She is well 

educated, enjoys her job, but experiences a great deal of stress and work-family conflict. 

She is primarily responsible for the domestic sphere. While her husband helps care for 

their daughter, he doesn’t help with chores and cleaning up around their flat. Elena is 

expected to conform to the ideal worker at her company, and feels that her family life 

suffers as a result. Elena perceives that she receives no support from the government in 

the way of work-family policies, although she took paid maternity leave and her daughter 

is enrolled in full-time public daycare. She feels pushed to her wit’s end every day, and 

has outsourced much of the caring labor necessary to keep her household functioning 

day-to-day by hiring a full-time domestic worker. 

Elena’s work-family conflict is understandable given the policies of the Italian 

welfare state and cultural norms surrounding gender, families, and employment. Italy 

follows a familialist welfare state model (Naldini 2004). This means it has a relatively 

weak welfare state, and its social protection system is fragmented. Healthcare is 

universally available, and some benefits are available to help families, but generally the 

state does not intervene heavily into the private sphere. The traditional breadwinner/ 

homemaker ideal, Catholic influence, and strong intergenerational solidarity mean that 

women are expected to provide the care that citizens need if and when the government 

fails (Esping-Andersen 1999).  

 

CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

The first section in this chapter lays out Italy’s work-family policy framework. 

The second section investigates mothers’ work-family conflict and their views about the 
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sources of that conflict: (1) Italy’s troubled economy, (2) state ineptitude, (3) partners 

who do not participate equally in childrearing or housework, and (4) ideal worker norms 

that required mothers to show undivided commitment to their companies, often to what 

they felt was the detriment of their own families.  

The final section investigates mothers’ responses to their work-family conflict, 

outlining the three solutions they most commonly employed. Mothers worked the system, 

relied on grandmothers, and outsourced housework and childcare to low-wage workers. I 

conclude with a discussion of how Italian working mothers held neither their partners, 

employers, nor the state accountable for their lack of support, and instead solved their 

own work-family conflict by turning to socially acceptable gendered strategies that allow 

them to uphold their self-definitions as good mothers. 

 

ITALY’S WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

Italian social policies provide ample support to pensioners and workers with 

permanent contracts. Italy spends the highest proportion of GDP on old-age and 

survivors’ pensions of any OECD country (14 percent in 2010), and spends among the 

least on family policies as a percentage of GDP (1.4 percent) (http://stats.oecd.org). 

Although Italy’s old-age pension system underwent a series of reforms starting in the 

1990s that made it more sustainable and less costly, these resources have not been 

redirected to solving new welfare dilemmas (Boeri and Perotti 2002). Gender, 

employment, and family relations have become highly charged public issues recently, but 

Italian policies remain marginal, stagnant, and varied (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013; 

Naldini and Saraceno 2008; Saraceno 2011). Regional variation leads to inequalities in 

http://stats.oecd.org/
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income and jobs compared to other OECD countries. For example, the unemployment 

rate ranges from 4.4 percent in the province of Bolzano-Bozen in northern Italy near 

Switzerland and Austria to 23.4 percent in Calabria in southwest Italy (OECD 2015c). 

Over the past several decades, Italy has witnessed a dramatic increase in women’s 

labor force participation and a rapid aging of its population (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 

2013). As a result, families have an increasing need for care at the same time that families 

– particularly women – are less able to provide this care (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013; 

Saraceno 2003). Italy also has one of the lowest birth rates in Europe, stagnating around 

1.4 births per woman over the last decade (stats.oecd.org).  

These three demographic shifts (increasing female employment, declining 

fertility, and population aging) have put a strain on Italy’s traditional welfare state 

configuration of limited social services coupled with informal care within the family 

(Saraceno 2003). Da Roit and Sabatinelli (2013) suggest that the increasing demand for 

care services in Italy has not been addressed with new policies (in contrast to Germany 

and France, and even other southern European countries like Spain) due to the interplay 

of severe financial constraints, inefficient state operations, and labor market and 

migration regulations. 

Italy carries the largest debt of all European countries except for Greece (Da Roit 

and Sabatinelli 2013). The economic crisis of recent years has been used to justify sharp 

cuts on all sectors of public expenditure: already meager national funds for social policies 

were cut by 70 percent (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013). Policymakers have generally 

prioritized the defense of existing (old-age) provisions rather than spending money in 

new areas such as care for mothers and young children (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013). 

This approach perpetuated the male breadwinner/familialist welfare model and 

disadvantaged mothers entering the labor market. In contrast, Scandinavian countries 
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started developing their care policies during a time of welfare expansion, high rates of 

employment, and relatively greater wealth (Bonoli 2007; Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013). 

This approach bolstered the dual-earner/carer model explained in Chapter 2. 

 The absence of an organized women’s movement also helps explain why there 

has been little conversation in Italy around care demands in the public arena (Da Roit and 

Sabatinelli 2013). Unlike in Germany, Sweden, and the United States, there has been a 

notable lack of women’s activism independent from the Italian political parties over the 

last half-century. Women’s political representation (a factor associated with the 

development of social policies) has always been weak in Italy (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 

2013; Misra 2003).  

While other continental European countries have “gone public” and greatly 

expanded public funding for and regulation of childcare and eldercare services since the 

1990s (Martin and Palier 2007), Italian policies have instead stalled and care has “gone 

private” (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013). Stakeholders have avoided pressing for policy 

reform. Instead, they allowed and supported the development of an unregulated care 

market that is deeply racialized, gendered, and classed. In addition to grandparents and 

other kin, informal low-wage care workers remain a primary source of support for Italian 

children. 

This is not to say that Italian working mothers receive no state support. Here, I 

briefly summarize Italy’s current work-family policy provisions. Mothers are required to 

take five months of maternity leave at 80 percent pay compensated by social security. 

This time is normally divided up as two months pre-childbirth and three months post-

childbirth, or one month before and four months after, provided that a woman receives a 

doctor’s note that this will not harm her health. A new law passed in 2013 gives fathers 
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only one day of mandatory paid paternity leave – time designated solely for the father – 

compared to the five months that mothers are required to take. 

Parents are each entitled to six months of parental leave (this for women after 

their maternity leave) at 30 percent pay. Parental leave is an individual and non-

transferable entitlement funded by social security, and families can take 10 months total. 

If the father takes at least three months’ leave, the family is entitled to an additional 

month for a total of 11 months’ leave. This leave may be divided flexibly between 

parents, and fathers may take some portion of the maternity leave allowance if mothers 

do not use all of it. Parental leave may be used flexibly until the child is eight. In order to 

promote women’s return to work after maternity leave, a new law in 2013 gives mothers 

who choose to go back to work after maternity leave a voucher of US$400 a month to 

pay a baybsitter or daycare facility for a maximum of six months (International Labour 

Organization 2014).  

Employment protections legally prohibit workplace discrimination on the basis of 

sex, marital status, family responsibilities, and pregnancy. Workers have the right to 

return from leave to the same position. Employees on maternity, paternity, or parental 

leave are legally protected from dismissal while on leave. However, widespread reports 

have surfaced of workers in Italy being forced to sign licenziamento in bianco (undated 

resignation letters) upon hiring, which are used at employers’ convenience to dismiss 

workers if they become pregnant, experience a long-term illness or family responsibilities 

that impinge on work (International Labour Organization 2014). A 2012 investigative 

report by a leading Italian newspaper estimated that approximately two million women 

workers were affected by this practice (Masselot, di Torella, and Burri 2012). This report 

prompted new legislation that requires the labor inspectorate to validate any resignation 

by a pregnant woman or a worker with a child under age three.  
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Nursing mothers who work at least six hours a day are entitled to two paid one-

hour breaks daily until their child is one year old. This effectively means that women are 

paid for a full work day but actually arrive to work later or leave earlier each day for a 

six-hour work day. Those working less than six hours a day are entitled to one one-hour 

nursing break. (Part-time work is not widely available in Italy [Del Boca 2015]). Fathers 

are entitled to these daily reductions of working hours when they are raising their 

children alone, or when the working mother does not benefit from the breaks, is 

unemployed, or is seriously ill. 

Public childcare in Italy is highly regulated and has a reputation for high quality, 

much like northern European countries (Del Boca, Locatelli, and Vuri 2005). It is almost 

universally available for children ages three to five, but rare for children less than three 

years old. Currently 98 percent of children ages 3-5 attend Scuola dell’Infanza (nursery 

school or pre-kindergarten), while only roughly 29 percent of children under age three 

participate in formal childcare. Little public childcare is offered outside of school hours, 

so only 6 percent of children ages 6-11 use these services in Italy. Formal childcare 

expansion in recent years has been decentralized (as in western Germany; see Chapter 3), 

and the northern and central regions have more services available to families than in the 

south (Oliver and Mätzke 2014).   

Parents generally turn to informal or private care for children under age three, and 

for those over age three outside daycare and school hours (Del Boca 2015). In the 

absence of sufficient daycare services, grandparents, especially grandmothers, remain a 

crucial resource to care for young children (Del Boca 2015; Naldini and Saraceno 2008). 

A children’s allowance is awarded on a means-tested basis (i.e., it is not universal). 

Public healthcare is available to everyone in Italy regardless of citizenship, 

employment, or immigration status. The tax-funded Servizio Sanitario Nazionale or SSN 
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(National Health Service) guarantees the universal provision of comprehensive care. 

However, the Italian healthcare system is widely considered inefficient and poorly 

organized (Lo Scalzo et al. 2009). 

 

SOURCES OF ITALIAN MOTHERS’ WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT 

 

Mothers’ Sense of Economic Uncertainty  

The Italian working mothers I interviewed reported a great deal of stress and 

work-family conflict. They always expected to work, both because they wanted to and 

because they believed their families needed their incomes. Participants often repeated the 

refrain, “Even if I didn’t want to work, I would have to. Families in Rome need two 

incomes. This city is very expensive.” The three single mothers I spoke with felt it was an 

acute hardship to support their children on one income.  

This concern may stem from a level of class privilege. The majority of my 

respondents had high levels of education: two had high school degrees, ten had 

bachelor’s, seven held master’s, one held a JD, and seven held PhDs. This higher-than-

average education level amongst my Italian sample is likely the result of my need to 

interview women in English. Yet despite the fact that all my respondents were well-

educated and employed, they all felt a great deal of economic uncertainty. Many had 

friends who were unemployed. Mothers told me the troubles of the Italian economy 

loomed large in their minds. 

Benedetta is a 35-year-old single mother working as an event organizer at a 

hospital. She is unsatisfied and bored in this line of work since her days are spent mostly 
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doing administrative tasks, and she trained to be an artist in school. I asked whether she 

had considered changing jobs and she replied: 

Yes. But now in this historical moment in Italy, it looks like I have a privilege. 

Because I have a fixed job, a fixed contract. To leave that before having 

something… [long pause] There are lots of people my same age that are looking 

for a job, or they have contracts that aren’t fixed. And the hospital [where I work 

now] cannot fire me. If they fire me, they have to pay me. 

Benedetta explained that she would never leave her current job unless she first secured 

another job with a permanent contract, which was difficult to come by. She said she 

couldn’t afford any period of joblessness with her nine-year-old daughter to support. She 

felt privileged to have any secure job, even if she didn’t like it and it didn’t pay much: 

she worked 38.5 hours a week and made roughly 25,000 Euros (US$27,000) a year. 

The mothers I interviewed felt that their prospects for job mobility were limited, 

either up the ranks in their current position or to different jobs. This uncertain labor 

market weighed heavily on my respondents, especially those who were older. I 

interviewed Costanza, a 49-year-old woman with three children (ages 9, 14, and 22) who 

had a high school degree and worked as a flight attendant until she and many thousands 

of other employees were laid off. Her severance would last her another year, but she felt 

pressure to find another job quickly.  

Costanza worried that her marketable skills were outdated. She said companies 

prefer to hire younger workers who cost less money. She lamented, “In Italy it’s very, 

very hard because 50% of young people can’t find jobs – girls and boys 20 to 30 years 

old. It’s impossible that I find a job.” When I quietly replied that it must be quite difficult, 

she interrupted me and said firmly, “It’s impossible. It’s not hard, it’s impossible. It’s 

impossible.” Costanza’s repeated insistence suggests that she held no faith that she could 
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find work after her severance money ran out. Although her perception of the youth 

unemployment rate was exaggerated (hovering around 35-40 percent rather than the 50 

percent she stated) Costanza felt her prospects were worse than those of people decades 

younger than herself.  

Mothers had the sense that the jobs of their parents’ generation had more security 

and benefits, while their generation suffered the consequences of the recession coupled 

with the growing portion of elderly citizens in Italy drawing on the country’s pension 

system with fewer people paying into it. Carla is a self-employed tour guide and said her 

mother didn’t understand that times had changed for her generation. She and her peers 

were living with a great deal of uncertainty and little support: 

My mother, for example. Sometimes I don't think she's very aware of the fact that 

things have changed. When she was young she was working. Most of the jobs 

were in the government, so there were a lot of rights that now don't exist anymore. 

She always says, “But you work too much. Work less.” But she doesn't 

understand that it's not like her. She was a teacher and sometimes if she was very 

tired in the morning she could call the school and say, “I don't feel well, I'm 

staying at home,” and she would have been paid anyway. For me, this is not 

possible. She had paid holidays. For example, she tells me, “But in the summer 

you work a lot. You should spend the summer at home with the children.” But I 

can't. Because if I spent three months at home, there is no money. She doesn't 

understand that. … [N]ow most of the jobs are not like the ones where there were 

a lot of rights. Rights are getting less and less. … The birth rate now is really low. 

Italy that was once the country with the greatest birth rate is now the one with the 

lowest birthrate. … Even for teachers now the rights are not the same like when 

she was young. And many other jobs now are not controlled by the government 
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anymore. A lot of people are self-employed. And so, yes, she cannot understand. 

… She is now retired and she has that money – money that probably I will never 

have or maybe I will have when I will be very old. She retired when she was 58. 

Now this is not possible anymore. And the money is less, even if when I will 

retire, the money that I will have compared to what she has will be much less. … 

We know that many of us will have to work until when we are 70… 

Carla pointed to the relatively stable career of her mother and her own need for self-

reliance. Her generation had fewer rights, greater stress, and less support from the state. 

Carla talked as if her generation was resigned and preparing for the worst.  

Italian mothers felt stress and guilt about not being able to provide an intensive 

level of care like their own mothers did. Thérèse – a French mother – explained this sense 

of guilt amongst Italian mothers: 

They feel guilty because of the social pressure. Because in Italy women passed 

from the system in which there used to be only mothers home with lots of kids 

into a system in which they are working mothers with one kid, on which they 

exert a huge pressure, because it's one or two sometimes, but very often, just one 

kid. And so they want to be the perfect mother because they used to have mothers 

who didn't work, only took care of children, and passed down the same thing. So 

then a mother is completely adapted to the earlier situation [in which she was 

raised]. So they always feel guilty in some way because they cannot be the same 

mother as their mother used to be obviously.  

This sense of guilt permeated the responses of my Italian mothers: the majority said they 

had to work full-time, and were therefore struggling to provide the intensive mothering 

they felt their children needed, and that their own mothers were able to provide because 

they stayed at home. My respondents didn’t report wishing they could be housewives like 
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many of their mothers; they all said they valued working outside the home, but wished 

they felt less guilt, stress, and work-family conflict.  

 Italian mothers often brought up Italy’s low fertility rate as evidence of desperate 

times for their country. Some felt that their economic uncertainty prevented them from 

having another child, especially those with temporary employment contracts lacking job 

security. Viviana, a biology researcher with a PhD, works for a university under a 

temporary contract. She has an eight-year-old son and wanted another child, but decided 

against it because her job was unstable and she received few benefits as a temporary 

employee. For instance, she received only 2,000 Euros (US$2,200) for four months’ 

maternity leave.  

Temporary contracts pose a major problem for mothers: in Italy 25 percent of 

women ages 15-34 were in temporary employment, but only nine percent of women on 

compulsory maternity benefits were temporary employees (Bettio 2012; Bettio et al. 

2013). Temporary contracts and unemployment were seen as major impediments to 

women’s ability to have children. One respondent explained: 

The problem is because of the lack of work. Some ladies my age cannot afford 

having children because they are not independent. No money, no family. And 

that's why now most of the families in Italy, maybe they have one daughter or one 

son or only one child. But not because they don't want them, but most of the times 

because they wait until they have independence, but the independence [comes] 

very late and there is a time when unfortunately it's too late. This is the situation 

for some of the people I know. … No help from the government. 

This mother thought that women tended to wait until they were financially stable to have 

children, and for many Italians in an unpredictable job market, this period came too late 

in life. Coupled with the healthcare and daycare costs, and the difficulty for those who 
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can’t rely on grandparents for support (an important resource discussed later in this 

chapter), respondents felt many Italians end up foregoing childbearing altogether. My 

participants constantly complained about the lack of government support. 

 

Anger and Resignation at State Ineptitude 

In stark contrast to Swedish mothers, who were largely unwavering in their 

support of the available work-family policies, Italian mothers were largely unwavering in 

expressing disappointment at their government’s unreliability as a source of support. The 

majority of Italian mothers stated that the state provided them with no benefits 

whatsoever. When I asked the self-employed tour guide Carla how the government 

helped her as a working mother, she told me, “I don’t get any money from anybody. Not 

one single Euro. Nothing.” I said, “No money at all?” Carla replied, “At all. Nothing.” 

“Even though you do pay taxes?” “I pay a lot of taxes, yes. I always regularly pay taxes 

since I started working, starting in the year 2000. So it's now 14 years I've been paying 

taxes regularly and nothing [laughs]. …” Implied in Carla’s comments is a sense of 

injustice and wrongdoing: she has paid into a system for years, and felt she received 

nothing in return.  

Two interview questions often elicited laughter from my Italian respondents, as 

they did for Carla. These were: what sorts of benefits do you receive from your 

workplace and from the government? Is there anything that your workplace or the 

government could do that would help you as a working mother? Here are a few of the 

responses I heard: 

 

Giordanna:  Well obviously the government could do a lot. [Laughter]. It could do a lot.  
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Benedetta:  About social benefits, zero. Less than zero. Nobody helps me. [Laughter]. 

Costanza:  [Laughter]. There is no help from nobody, and there is always a problem. 

Adriana:  Zero, nothing, no. [Laughter]. You get nothing. 

 

My participants made clear that they felt the Italian government did nothing to 

help working mothers, and that they personally received nothing in the way of help. Their 

indignation contrasted with my American respondents, who often responded with silence, 

blank looks, and puzzlement when I asked them the same questions (see Chapter 6). My 

American respondents hadn’t spent much time considering how the U.S. government 

could better support them, while Italian mothers had considered at length the sorts of 

supports they felt entitled to but didn’t feel they received. At times I had to prod Italian 

respondents to name any of the supports they did have – like paid maternity and parental 

leave, substantial paid vacation and sick days, heavily subsidized public childcare, job 

security during pregnancy and following childbirth, and universal healthcare.  

Despite their insistence on receiving “no support,” the women I interviewed relied 

heavily on the available work-family policies. For example, every mother in my sample 

took paid maternity leave with the exception of two who were self-employed and 

ineligible (these two, however, used public childcare and healthcare). Respondents didn’t 

consider these “benefits” – they mentioned them somewhat offhandedly as rights and 

entitlements much like my German respondents did (though both German samples 

mentioned these benefits when I asked about governmental supports). My interviews 

seemed to be opportunities for Italian mothers to vent their frustrations with the lack of 

support they perceived. Several mothers did mention that public education was one of the 

best social provisions. For the most part, though, respondents felt like circumstances were 

worst for working mothers in Italy. 
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When I told respondents in Rome where else I conducted interviews, most 

countered immediately, “Things are the worst here, right?” or “women there have it 

really good, not like here in Italy!” Italian working mothers unanimously agreed that their 

government did far less for them than countries outside of Mediterranean Europe. 

Claudia emphasized repeatedly that “Italy is not built for children.” She cited the fact that 

there were no diaper changing tables in public restrooms and no good parks in Rome. She 

recently traveled to a remote Swiss village, and she noticed changing tables for babies 

there. Several other mothers pointed to the physical infrastructure of the city to 

demonstrate how families were unsupported: the sidewalks weren’t wide enough for 

strollers, many underground metro stations lacked elevators or ramps to allow for 

strollers, apartment buildings often did not have elevators, and so on. 

This awareness of the supports available for working mothers elsewhere fueled 

anger in my Italian respondents. After explaining a series of difficulties she had in getting 

her prenatal checkups at a public hospital (discussed later in this chapter), Carla reflected:  

It's typical. When you're Italian, you know, you think it's normal. Unfortunately, 

yes, sometimes you feel very angry. And we know that in other countries it's 

much better. We are surrounded by countries where things are better. For 

example, Germany. We know that families who have children have some help. 

Here, there is nothing. [Laughs]. …[W]e know. We unfortunately know because 

if we didn't know we would be, “Oh well, that's the reality.” But unfortunately we 

know. And now we feel even more angry because we know we are in Europe and 

so it should be kind of the same for all the European citizens. But there are big 

differences, I know, between Italy and Germany or Sweden or northern Europe. 

Carla suggests that Italians found it normal that their system was dysfunctional. 

Unfortunately, she says, Italians were well aware that other European citizens are given 
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more by their governments in the way of work-family supports. If they didn’t know, she 

explained, they might accept their circumstances more readily: but they “are surrounded 

by countries where things are better.” The women I interviewed seemed to be aware that 

the European Union had set targets for gender equality, women’s employment, and the 

support of families for all member countries (Riva 2016), and they lamented that Italy 

was lagging behind in meeting these goals. 

Mary Blair-Loy (2003:116) writes: “Cultural schemas shape our action in part by 

defining what is possible or reasonable. People are able to seriously imagine an 

alternative to something… only if they come into contact with alternative cultural 

models. These alternatives provide new ideological resources… new ways of thinking 

about marriage and motherhood.” For Italian mothers, their exposure to the alternative 

cultural models present in neighboring countries like Germany gave them new 

frameworks to think about the relationship between the welfare state, mothers, and 

families. Italian mothers therefore found it reasonable to expect that they be supported 

better by the state.  

However, mothers thought the Italian government would never improve its work-

family policies. This sense of impossibility seems embedded in an Italian discourse of 

state ineptitude that my respondents drew upon often in our conversations. Mothers’ 

resignation seemed to deter them from demanding more from the state or organizing for 

change. As I discuss in Chapter 6, American mothers also seemed resigned to the fact 

that the government would never provide work-family supports. But they seemed to lack 

alternative cultural models with which to compare their experiences and expected nothing 

from the U.S. government. Carla said about Italians: “unfortunately we know. And now 

we feel even more angry.” Indeed, Italian mothers seemed very angry to me. 
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In the eyes of my respondents, many of the work-family policies in Italy are 

helpful in theory but not in practice, causing them a great deal of stress. Luisa is a 

professor married to another academic; they have a nine-year-old son. In discussing 

Italy’s work-family provisions, she told me that she and her husband grappled at length 

over the years with “a big ideological struggle.” They believed strongly in the public 

system of education, healthcare, and childcare. Their son is enrolled in public school but 

she admitted he would get a much better education in private school. They tried to use 

public healthcare but at times found themselves making doctor’s appointments privately 

because they didn’t want to wait so long to see a specialist. Mothers with the extra 

income to seek out help in the private sector often did so – an option not available to 

Italian mothers without these resources. 

The discourse of frustration I heard amongst my respondents centered on three 

areas where governmental provisions “on the books” did not equate to the real-life 

support they wanted or needed in real life: public childcare and school, job protections, 

and healthcare. 

Italian respondents were discontented with the quality, availability, and opening 

hours of public daycares and schools. These facilities are, in theory, universally available 

to children ages 3-5 and children age 6 and older, respectively. All the mothers I 

interviewed enrolled their children in public daycare at some point before they started 

elementary school. Yet sometimes it took months on a waiting list before children were 

admitted. Once enrolled, many centers and schools closed down for long winter and 

summer vacations. Some had opening hours that were too short or inflexible, leaving a 

gap of several hours between when they closed and when mothers left work. I heard this 

complaint from western German and American mothers, too. Benedetta, explained:  
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 [Laughing]. Look, now it’s summer. School is closed for three months. But I 

have one month of holiday. I have to pay, every week, 110 Euros for summer 

school. Do they [the government] help me? No. Holiday is impossible. The mom 

is working and nobody can care for [my daughter]. They should think about 

helping you a little bit. Everybody here has grandparents taking care, but me for 

example, I don’t have that. No. The government relies on that.  

Benedetta couldn’t rely on her parents for help because they both passed away; she 

believed that the government knows about this shortcoming in care provisions, and relies 

on the informal care of grandparents to fill the gap. Without this help, she was obliged to 

pay US$120 for summer school while she worked. She said she paid for summer school 

with credit cards because she couldn’t afford it: “I live on debt. This is the reality.” 

Benedetta complained about the high cost of childcare, saying the government didn’t help 

her at all: but this childcare is heavily subsidized. The government actually helped her a 

lot, but Italian mothers did not recognize subsidized childcare as help.  

 About halfway through my fieldwork in Italy, I photographed a children’s swing 

set that was missing the swings (Illustration 19). I snapped this picture in a park in a 

lower middle-class residential neighborhood surrounded by apartment buildings like 

those in the photo. Someone maintains the grass and sandy area around the benches, but 

the focal point of the park – this swing set – is useless. To me, this swing set was a 

powerful analogy for the stories mothers shared about the policies that were technically 

available but felt useless in reality. 
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Illustration 19. Helpful in theory, but not in practice: A swing set with no swings. 

Some mothers felt that legal protections surrounding pregnancy and childbirth did 

not always prevent women from being pushed out. This often had the effect of making 

mothers work especially hard to demonstrate that they were committed to their firms, 

often to their families’ detriment (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 2003; Williams 2000). For 

instance, Antonia has a two-year-old and works as a customer relations assistant. She 

recently witnessed a woman receptionist fired for taking too many sick days for her 

children. Knowing it was illegal to fire her for that reason, her employers found a 

loophole: they claimed that their small company no longer needed a receptionist. Antonia 

kept this experience in mind when she worked, and tried not to use her sick days or 

vacation days, even though they were legal entitlements. 

Although Italy has laws to protect employees with family responsibilities from 

being fired, a number of my respondents still reported being a victim of this 

discrimination. For example, Costanza, the laid-off flight attendant, told me that not 
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everyone in her office was forced to leave: childless employees kept their jobs. All three 

women who were pregnant were fired, as were two men who had taken parental leave.  

 Government organizations to protect women’s rights at work weren’t always 

reliable, either. Luisa works as a professor for a university under a famous left-leaning 

intellectual. When she showed up to a meeting with her pregnant belly visible, her 

supervisor was outraged, yelling at her in a room full of people. She filed a complaint 

against him with a government agency, but she said nothing ever came of it. 

 Perhaps the most telling example of the disconnect between Italy’s available 

supports and mothers’ ability to actually take advantage of them was Carla’s experience 

trying to get a medical exam during her pregnancy. She explained, “For the healthcare in 

Italy, in theory we don't pay anything. It's true, but there are also long waiting lists. … 

The reality is that you cannot wait most of the time. Most of the time even if you need 

some surgery you need it now, you need it in two months, you cannot wait one year.” 

Pregnant mothers like Carla should be able to receive all the required prenatal checkups 

and tests for free through the public system. For older women including Carla, who is 42, 

they are supposed to get priority for appointments because their pregnancies are 

considered high-risk. Yet when she called to book an amniocentesis at a public hospital, 

she was told that an appointment was available in 11 months. When she pointed out the 

obvious, the operator said to her, “Oh, that’s right. Let me check: OK. 10 months.” At the 

look of shock on my face, Carla smiled and nodded, explaining: 

I thought, “But this operator must be young.” And I tried again and again and 

again and I found out that that is the reality. 11 months, 10 months. Maybe the 

best result was 10 months. And I told them, “Listen, why do you tell me that? 

You know it's not possible. And they said, “Well, we are operators. We must tell 

you the truth. This is what we find in the computer.”  



 201 

When I asked Carla if Rome had a shortage of doctors, she replied, “I think there are 

many providers, so it's strange that there is this long waiting list. In Italy many things are 

not clear. [Laughs]. … This is also very Italian.” Carla ended up going to a military 

hospital since her partner worked for the military, and she got her amniocentesis done for 

free. Technically this option is only available to wives of service members, but she lied 

and said they were married and luckily they never checked. Carla pointed out that this 

exam at a private hospital would cost more than 1000 Euros, and as a result, many 

pregnant women simply couldn’t afford it and therefore went without prenatal exams. 

Most mothers didn’t conjecture much during our interviews about why the Italian 

system seemed so broken to them. They seemed bewildered but resigned to its disrepair. 

Mothers seem to have internalized the discourse that the disrepair of the Italian 

government was complicated, inexplicable, and inevitable.  

 One woman blamed immigrants for the system’s dysfunction. Adriana, age 60, 

was the oldest woman I interviewed in Rome. She reflected on the higher quality 

healthcare of decades past in Italy: 

Adriana:  30 years ago, even, the medical system worked better because people were 

more caring, and people were more present. We didn't have – I know it's a 

bad thing to say – but we didn't have so much immigration. Now in the 

hospitals you will find most of Eastern Europe, you will find most of 

Africa, you will find – they are all getting the free benefits paid by us. So 

the typical middle-class Italian is kind of pissed. 

Caity:     About how many people are here illegally? 

Adriana: About how many people are here, and how many people we are paying for 

because our taxes keep increasing because it's just never enough. So yes, 

the Italian middle-class is tired of – I can't say they are racist – but if they 
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could be they probably would be. [laughs] … Now you can have 10 

children here and be from Eastern Europe and everything can be paid for. 

Adriana believed the Italian system had deteriorated over the past several decades 

because of the arrival of immigrants who unrightfully take advantage of their public 

healthcare. She knew this explanation was problematic (“I know it’s a bad thing to say”) 

and distanced herself from racist Italians (using “they”) while espousing her belief. 

Tellingly, Adriana employed an undocumented immigrant housekeeper to improve her 

own work-family conflict, yet blamed immigrants for the broken healthcare system (more 

on this below). 

“We Call Them Mammoni”: Unreliable Fathers 

Roughly three-quarters of my Italian respondents reported that a source of work-

family conflict was their primary responsibility for the home. All expressed that they 

would like to have an equal division of labor but none felt they had achieved this in their 

families. However, Italian fathers routinely participated in cooking and playing 

with/caring for children tasks that align with ideals of Italian hegemonic masculinity 

(Magaraggia 2012; Ruspini 2009). As in Berlin and Stockholm, I saw Italian fathers out 

in public often with their children (see Illustrations 20-23). Fathers held them, kissed 

their cheeks, held their hands, and stroked their hair—behaviors that seemed to fit 

comfortably with their undeniably masculine style (Gutmann 2003).  
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Illustration 20. A father out with two children on a sunny day. 

Illustration 21. A father with his infant. 

   

Illustration 22. A father and child on the bus. 

Illustration 23. Fathers in a café with their children. 
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 Yet according to a majority of my respondents, their partners did not contribute 

to the daily running of their households, although a few described their partners as 

wanting to participate equally and mostly succeeding. I say “mostly” because these 

mothers still tended to organize the family’s schedules, book doctor’s appointments and 

babysitters, and complete the mundane activities that often go less recognized in 

households (Bergmann 2008). No one described what sounded like a truly equal division 

of labor, as I heard from my Swedish respondents and a fair number in Berlin (see 

Chapters 2 and 3). Mothers with this mostly equal arrangement recognized that their 

families were unique. Florentina, who had what seemed to be the closest to an egalitarian 

relationship, expressed abundant gratitude that she found an Italian partner interested in 

equality, stating several times during the interview that he was “one of a kind.”  

Other mothers said their partners were interested in helping equally, but didn’t 

actually share equal responsibility. Mothers described fathers who tried to help around 

the house, but cleaned the dishes after dinner only once in a while, or did the laundry on 

occasion but not regularly. They gave baths and read bedtime stories to their children 

sometimes, but didn’t rotate routinely with their partner. This sort of participation by 

fathers seemed to help mothers, certainly, but they couldn’t rely on it. This meant that 

mothers shouldered most of the responsibility themselves. Many asked grandmothers to 

help, or hired housekeepers and babysitters, as I discuss later in this chapter.  

Mothers with these well-meaning partners reacted in two ways. A few were 

profoundly disappointed and surprised by this lack of equal participation at home. These 

respondents held strongly egalitarian views themselves, and thought they had picked 

partners who felt the same way. The lack of equality was usually heightened after they 

had children. Two mothers seemed especially resentful when their children noticed their 

fathers’ lack of involvement. Luisa said she and her husband (both professors) often 
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worked on their computers and she would occasionally pause to clean, cook, or check on 

her son. One day her son asked, “Is the work you do the exact same as dad’s, or is it a bit 

less?” She said he had begun noticing his parents’ unequal division of labor and thought 

this translated into her career being less important than his father’s.  

Another professor, Luciana, gestured for me to stand up from her dining table 

where we were talking and led me to a corkboard hanging outside her kitchen. She 

pointed to several drawings made by her children (see Illustration 24). She narrated these 

drawings for me aloud: her children didn’t feature their father anywhere in their drawings 

because, she suggested, the children rarely see him. The two illustrations show the 

children and mother clustered around the dining table with no father. Luciana’s voice was 

firm, angry, and quiet when she showed me these drawings. Eyes narrowed and mouth 

set in a thin line, we looked at these photos for a few moments in silence before we 

walked back to the dining room, Luciana shaking her head. 

 

 

Illustration 24. Luciana’s children’s drawings of their family without their father. 
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Another group of respondents with well-meaning partners recounted this 

intermittent involvement in much lighter terms – often with laughter, eye rolling, and 

smiles. These mothers seemed unsurprised and accepting of the fact that although their 

spouses professed an interest in an equal division of labor, that was far from the truth in 

their households. I got this same response of laughter and shoulder-shrugging from 

mothers whose partners never expressed an interest in equality at home. These mothers 

drew on cultural tropes about Italian men being immature mammoni, “mama’s boys,” to 

explain this disconnect between their hopes and realities. Carla the tour guide told me:  

Italian men always feel very young [laughs] … We call them mammoni [mama’s 

boys]. Maybe in other countries they are already men but here they are still 

considered boys until they are 40 or 42 or 43. ... They don’t like to have 

responsibilities, they talk about football, they want to go to the disco… They are 

very pampered and spoiled. And in Italy this is really true. … My previous 

[partners] were from other countries like Sweden, England, Poland. But no 

Italians for this reason. … Usually in some northern European countries it works 

differently. They are much more independent. I like them [laughs]. 

Carla explained that Italian men are mammoni – mama’s boys who tend to be self-

involved, mature much later, and rely on their mothers to care for them. Carla had little 

interest in dating Italian men for this reason. Bianca laughed when recalling that when 

she first started dating her now husband, he lived in a flat alone in Rome, and his mother 

cleaned his entire flat whenever she visited. Mothers used this mammoni trope often. 

This seems to prevent mothers from asking more of them. For the mothers I 

interviewed, most of whom worked full-time, it was a great deal of work to care for the 

majority of the household responsibilities alone. The extent to which respondents 

recognized their partners’ lack of involvement as a source of their stress and work-family 
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conflict varied – but the majority of my respondents were unsurprised and accepting of 

the unequal division of labor. Instead of asking their partners to do more, they asked 

grandmothers and hired babysitters, nannies, and housekeepers to share their workload. 

Instead of blaming men for their work-family conflict, most Italian working mothers 

blamed the state.  

 

Ideal Worker Norms  

Although Italian women have entered the paid labor force in unprecedented 

numbers over the past several decades (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013), workplaces still 

adhere to a traditional breadwinner model. My respondents were expected to embody the 

ideal worker norm by being single-mindedly committed to their jobs (Acker 1990; Blair-

Loy 2003; Williams 2000). I asked Bianca, who worked part-time as a secretary, whether 

anything during her workday changed once she became a mother. She replied quickly, 

No, no. Absolutely no. I am very responsible at work. So if I decide I need to 

work, I need to be there physically and mentally. So if I had to do overtime I try 

to organize myself with my husband, and with this girl I told you before that 

sometimes helps me. And so absolutely no. 

For Bianca, changing anything about her workday would suggest that she was not “very 

responsible at work.” When she was at her office, she forced herself to be fully present 

without the distraction of outside tasks. If family-related tasks did arise, she asked her 

husband and a babysitter to fill in so she could work without interruption. Her job did not 

accommodate her family needs, as was the case for participants in Stockholm and Berlin. 

My respondents tended to feel that being a good mother, which meant prioritizing 

one’s children, clashed with pursuing a highly successful career trajectory, even though 
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many of the women I interviewed were on such trajectories themselves. I asked Thérèse 

(who is French) whether mothers in Italy could get to the top in their careers. She replied 

firmly, 

No. Definitely not. Because for that work has to be your priority. So they 

[mothers] can do it, they can succeed in doing it, but in my opinion, doing a lot of 

sacrifice with respect to family life in that case. And the price to pay is very high. 

It's always very difficult because the assumption is always that you are first a 

mother. But you cannot have your kids as a priority and be also excellent in your 

job, which means that you could also have access to a very high position. This is 

the common opinion. 

To achieve top positions, Thérèse felt that mothers would need to sacrifice family time in 

order to dedicate themselves single-mindedly to work. She also felt that mothers would 

always be seen first as mothers, and second, as employees. To overcome this hurdle, 

women had to pay a high price to show their dedication to their careers in order to move 

up the ladder. Thérèse herself decided to stop working at a law firm and begin consulting 

so she had better control of her schedule and working hours.  

Many mothers felt great tension between the need to demonstrate their 

commitment to work and their resulting inability to be the sort of mother they wanted to 

be for their children. This emotional conflict was gut wrenching for many, especially 

those who worked long hours. Seventeen of the 27 women I interviewed worked at least 

40 hours a week. Of these, four worked 50-55 hours and three worked 60 hours weekly. 

Fabiana, who works 60 hours a week, has a prestigious position for a start-up branch of a 

transnational corporation. As we sat over lunch at a restaurant in the heart of Rome’s 

business district, I asked Fabiana towards the end of our interview how she would define 

what it is to be a good mother. Her eyes welled up with tears and she took a few moments 
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to regain her composure. Fabiana recounted an anecdote about her six-year-old son 

asking her why she worked such long hours and was away from home so much of the 

time. This recollection made Fabiana even more upset. This story helps reveal the 

emotional consequences for mothers of trying to live up to the ideal worker model and 

consequently feeling like they are failing their children. 

Donetta, a professor, is a prime example of a mother forced to make great 

sacrifices in order to keep her high-profile job. She spent several years moving between 

temporary positions all around Italy, living long-distance from her husband. She finally 

landed a permanent contract at a university in Rome. She knew that once she secured this 

position she wanted to have children, but her adviser warned her against it: 

After I got my PhD … I had been told not to get pregnant. Otherwise my career 

was through. [My adviser] said that, “If I have to count on someone, I'd rather 

count on someone that is always free. … If I had to compare the free time that you 

will have, you and a man, I would take the man definitely.” 

Donetta said her boss made clear that having children would derail her career. He was 

angry when he found out, and asked her to keep working once she was officially on the 

mandated pre-natal maternity leave. She also knew if she didn’t keep working up until 

childbirth, other professors would try to steal her courses. Donetta said that at her 

employer’s request, she administered exams to her students 48 hours before she gave 

birth, although she was legally required to stay home for one month before childbirth.  

After giving birth, Donetta’s colleagues and bosses refused to allow her to leave 

meetings to go home and take her legally entitled breastfeeding time: “So at work you 

don't even mention your family. This is how I got used to it. … You are pretending you 

don't have anything to do at home.” Since it became clear that they wouldn’t allow her to 

go home to breastfeed, Donetta hired a second nanny to come to the university and stay 
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in her office with her infant without anyone’s knowledge so she could breastfeed between 

classes and meetings. Many Italian mothers don’t have the resources to use this solution; 

they likely leave work altogether. 

Flextime, home offices, and part-time schedules enjoyed by my respondents in 

Stockholm and Berlin were a rarity for my Italian interviewees. Only four mothers 

reported having regular access to these policies. One worked for a non-profit and the 

other three worked for international organizations. All four reported less work-family 

conflict than the rest of the Italian mothers I interviewed.  

Mothers who didn’t have these work-family policies at their jobs reported 

wanting them badly. Several mothers mentioned that they would be happy with a part-

time schedule to have better work-life balance. However, these women indicated that 

part-time work was impossible in their companies, as was working from home. Putting in 

face-time seemed to matter a great deal in Italian workplaces. Florentina, who worked in 

the travel industry in a management role, said her job could easily be done from home but 

this was forbidden. She knew that her company expected their employees to be available 

around the clock. They gave iPads to all employees for Christmas, but she realized after 

bringing it home that they came pre-loaded with their work telephone number and email 

address. These “gifts” were really tools to make employees work more. 

For the few mothers who were allowed some degree of flexibility in their 

schedule at work, they expressed a great deal of gratitude, but they earned it by enacting 

an ideal worker persona in the office. Giordanna, who works in finance, said: 

I’m quite free. Thank God I’ve got good bosses that allow me to do whatever. If I 

have to go to school for a meeting or for a drama show or whatever, I’m free to do 

more or less what I want. I have to organize my day. I have to organize myself. 
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I’m usually here. I haven’t had a sick day since two or three years. So I’m quite 

responsible. They know I’m responsible. 

For Giordanna, always being in the office, organizing herself well, and never taking a 

sick day meant that her bosses rewarded her with a flexible schedule. This was a gift 

rather than a right. This rhetoric of gratitude and overwork mimicked that of my 

American respondents (see Chapter 6).  

In work environments that stress the importance of full dedication to one’s job, 

using flexible policies signals unreliability and a lack of commitment (Williams, Blair-

Loy, and Berdahl 2013). Although the Italian welfare state idealizes the family, 

businesses have not accommodated the reality that most workers have outside 

responsibilities. The state assumes that families find private solutions to their caregiving 

needs, especially for very young children. The next section investigates the private 

solutions that my Italian respondents employed to improve their work-family balance. 

 

MOTHERS’ RESPONSES TO WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT AND THE “BROKEN SYSTEM” 

 

In response to what was universally perceived as a broken system, my 

interviewees adopted several solutions to solve the tension between work and family. I 

previously discussed how wealthier mothers turned to private daycares, schools, and 

hospitals. A few mothers became entrepreneurs or consultants. Others switched from the 

private to public sector after childbirth where work was more secure and flexible, but 

generally with less pay and less room for growth. A few considered transferring to 

international branches of their firms in countries with better work-family policies. All of 

these approaches rely on a level of class privilege not available to all mothers. 
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But the vast majority of Italian working mothers I interviewed turned to three 

sources for help. They (1) “worked the system”; (2) outsourced some caring labor to 

grandparents, particularly grandmothers; and (3) outsourced some of their responsibilities 

to housekeepers, babysitters, and nannies. 

 

Working the System 

My respondents pointed to a loophole that mothers could use to squeeze more 

from the government: fully paid sick leave during and after pregnancy. Mothers reported 

that it is extraordinarily easy to get a note from a doctor saying that a woman is ill during 

pregnancy and requires bed rest until childbirth. It was also possible to get a note saying a 

mother had post-partum depression. These illnesses enable women to leave work at full 

pay with job security while at home. Mothers were of two minds about this tactic.  

Some argued that there were so few public benefits for working mothers that all 

pregnant women should try to take advantage of this policy, whether they were actually 

ill or not. One mother explained without hesitation: 

If I would be pregnant now, I would go to the doctor and have them tell me that I 

have a risky pregnancy and stay home all the time again. …If I can stay home for 

eight months because I have a risky pregnancy, I would do that, yes. They pay me 

while I am at home. …Even if I am super correct at work – I have never said I am 

sick when I am not. I am very strict in these things. But in this case, I would 

exploit this one thing if I could. 

She understood that it abused the system to stay home when mothers weren’t ill – she 

didn’t abuse her regular sick days when she wasn’t sick. But in the case of motherhood, 

she said she would feel no remorse in taking “the only good thing that the system offers.” 
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Several respondents thought the five months’ maternity leave (of which three or four 

months are used post-childbirth) was too short, so they saw this illness leave as a smart 

way to get a bit more time off from work.  

 Several mothers who had normal pregnancies told me they had no interest in 

getting a note to stay home before giving birth, but were pressured to do so by their 

doctors. Mariela, who is Mexican-American and works as an accountant in Rome, 

recalled her doctor asking her: “You work such long hours; why don’t you let me write 

you a note and you can just stay home?” Mariela enjoyed her job and had to explain 

adamantly that she didn’t want to stay home. Mariela told me there is a “strong discourse 

of rights in Italy – people feel entitled to everything.” She reflected at length about her 

observations of colleagues who worked the system to their benefit over the years she 

worked in Rome. She noticed other women taking advantage of their sick leave, getting 

doctors’ notes, and abusing the firm’s telecommuting and flextime policies. Some 

respondents, like Mariela, thought that women who were truly ill should get a doctor’s 

note, but those who weren’t ill should stop abusing the system because she felt that it hurt 

women as a group in the long run.  

Valeria, a director of marketing, was seriously ill during her pregnancy and had to 

stay on bed rest for seven months. But Valeria admitted that even though she was a 

mother herself and was in a position to hire others, she often thought twice before hiring 

women around childbearing age because she worried they would disappear for up to two 

years by taking advantage of these doctors’ notes. The abuse of the illness leave really 

frustrated some interviewees.  

Some Italian mothers seemed to “abuse” the state because the state “abused” 

them. Mothers worked the system as a gendered strategy to achieve greater work-family 

balance and reduce feelings of stress and helplessness. This coping tool is very much 
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connected to a primary source of work-family conflict that mothers reported: the inept, 

corrupt state. Working the system was a mechanism of mothers’ resistance as well as 

their oppression. 

 

Relying on Gendered Kinship Structures: Outsourcing to Grandmothers 

Approximately half of my respondents in Rome had relatives living nearby, 

sometimes on the same street or in the same building, and some shared a home with 

them. Mothers relied heavily on these kin networks for childcare, primarily 

grandmothers, who were central to their work-life balance. Unlike in my other fieldsites, 

this dynamic seemed quite common and, in fact, central to everyday life. Italians exhibit 

strong intergenerational solidarity and a sense of familial obligation (Naldini and Jurado 

2013). Relatives of different generations live together longer than anywhere else in 

Europe, and kin members often care for minor children and elderly family members 

(León and Migliavacca 2013; Naldini and Jurado 2013). One study found that it is 10 

times more common for grandparents to be involved in the almost daily care of 

grandchildren in Italy and Greece than it is amongst Danish and Dutch grandparents 

(Arber and Timonen 2012). Of Italian grandparents who report any grandchild care, 50 

percent act as full-time caregivers (Arber and Timonen 2012). 

Children also tend to live with their parents much longer in Italy than in other 

OECD countries. As mentioned earlier, the unemployment rate for those aged 15-24 has 

hovered between 35 and 40 percent for the past several years (Eurostat 2016). In 2010, 

roughly 44 percent of young adults aged 25-34 lived with their parents (Naldini and 

Jurado 2013). Scholars point to the fact that Italy has few public policies aimed at youth 

independence, and both housing policy and the Italian housing market are oriented 
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toward home ownership. Yet the ongoing economic crisis in Italy means that stable, full-

time employment with sufficient incomes to accrue the savings necessary to buy a home 

are in short supply (Barzi, Menon, and Perali 2011; Bertolini 2011). The support that 

parents give to their grown children residing at home engenders strong intergenerational 

obligations (Naldini and Jurado 2013). Rather than enter a nursing facility, parents expect 

their children to care for them in old age. A 2007 study found that the majority of Italians 

are willing to provide long-term care for the elderly (Arpino, Kohli, and Vogel 2007). 

The supply of formal public care services for the frail elderly is quite limited: fewer than 

three percent of the elderly live in a residential care service (Da Roit and Naldini 2010). 

Families therefore rely heavily on relatives throughout the life course, especially those 

who cannot afford private care. 

My participants whose parents or in-laws lived nearby described few concerns 

related to childcare when they got pregnant because they knew they could rely upon these 

nearby relatives. Grandmothers often cared for infants, picked children up from school, 

and fed them meals. We spent remarkably little time during our interviews discussing 

grandmothers’ help, or what sorts of tasks they helped with, even though it was 

foundational to respondents’ work-family balance. Perhaps because this carework was so 

deeply engrained and commonplace in Italy, it seemed unremarkable to interviewees. 

One respondent took her toddler and her in-laws to a restaurant for dinner, and the 

grandmother saw a high chair for the first time. Confused, she said, “But that’s what 

grandparents are for.” I found it interesting that a number of mothers who relied on their 

own mother’s or mother-in-law’s labor didn’t mention them immediately when I asked 

how they managed to balance their work and family responsibilities. I had to ask 

explicitly, and women responded with some version of, “Oh, right. Yes, we have a lot of 

help from the grandparents.”  
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Grandmothers’ help is so fundamental to how mothers thought of their families 

that the prospect of childrearing without them felt overwhelming. Bianca, for example, 

explained that she had a great deal of concern about how to care for a newborn. Her 

mother and grandmother both passed away while she was pregnant. Bianca had grown up 

with her grandmother living with them: “She was the one who cooked, she was one who 

did everything. [Laughs]. She was very, very important.” Unlike the majority of 

American mothers I interviewed who assumed they would raise their children without 

relatives’ support, the assumption of intergenerational support was so central to Italian 

mothers that respondents felt devastated without it.  

 A few mothers said their parents or in-laws were reluctant or unwilling to help out 

because they were involved in their own careers. It is rare for older people to work in 

Italy: the retirement age is historically one of the lowest among OECD countries, though 

the country recently raised the retirement age (Kvist 2014). Respondents expressed great 

disappointment when their parents or in-laws lived in Rome but were not interested in 

helping care for grandchildren while they worked. Santina, for example, is an Italian-

American working as an international consultant. Her mother-in-law, who is French, lives 

100 yards from their house on the same street. “We never see her,” she laughed: 

She's 75, she's still working. … When she found out that I was going to return to 

work she asked me, “How are you going to do it with [your daughter]? … Don't 

count on me.” … [My partner] is as disappointed as I am… It's how she is. We 

cannot change her. 

This grandmother’s lack of interest seemed to run counter to the hegemonic cultural 

expectation that grandparents want and expect to care for their grandchildren if they live 

close by. It is less common for French grandparents to be actively involved, but to 

Santina who was raised in Italy, this internalized discourse shaped her expectations.  
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Employers often assumed that women were free to work longer hours because 

grandmothers are available to take over domestic care work. Rosanna, a professor, told 

her department chair she couldn’t attend a meeting because she needed to pick up her 

child. He replied: “Don’t you have a mom to raise your sons?” Rosanna told me how 

irritated she felt that her boss assumed it was a grandmother’s job to care for her children 

if she pursued a career. Grandparents’ care for children does impact women’s labor force 

participation in Italy: a recent study found that the effect of grandparental childcare on 

women’s labor supply in Italy was positive, statistically significant, and economically 

relevant (Arpino, Pronzato, and Tavares 2012). This finding was stronger for mothers 

with low levels of education in northern and central Italy. 

On the other hand, mothers without relatives nearby, or whose parents had passed 

away, explained at length the hardship of raising children without in-laws’ help. About 

half of the Italian mothers in my sample had migrated to Rome and away from their 

families for employment reasons. Both of Benedetta’s parents died within a short time 

two years before our interview. She said it felt like everyone else in Rome had the help of 

grandparents, which she desperately needed as a single mother. I asked Benedetta 

whether she thought it was possible to be both a successful mother and a successful 

worker, and she replied, 

I think it’s all a question of money. I think if you have money you can provide 

things to your children. You can pay a babysitter, so maybe that can help. … I 

think it’s all a question of how you can find a substitute for you. Maybe it’s 

possible if you are rich. I mean, in my case, maybe if my mom would be alive she 

would be a good substitute. But she is not.  

Mothers in Italy seemed to believe strongly that their job success, work-family balance, 

and ability to be good mothers were dependent on their ability to have a grandmother to 
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care for their children, or on financial resources they could use to outsource this care as 

“a substitute for you.” Single motherhood is rare in Italy (Brady and Burrawoy 2012). An 

Italian single mother is eligible for economic assistance only if she is employed, the 

family’s sole wage-earner, and is low-income. Benedetta inherited her parents’ flat when 

they died, and she explained that she didn’t qualify as low-income in the eyes of the 

government because of this asset. Italian social policy deeply influences the sorts of 

choices working mothers make and the obstacles they face in managing their work and 

family obligations.  

 The help of grandmothers and paid babysitters or nannies were not mutually 

exclusive: women often used both forms of outsourcing to meet their families’ needs. 

Unregulated Migration and Low-Cost Private Care Markets: Outsourcing to 

Housekeepers, Babysitters, and Nannies 

The availability of low-cost immigrant labor combined with the scarcity of public 

services has created a large private unregulated market for immigrant workers in recent 

years (Naldini and Saraceno 2008). These low-cost market solutions have lessened the 

political pressure for public intervention with regard to both service provision and 

financial support for working mothers (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013; Morgan 2005). 

Scholars have identified this transition as moving from a familial model of care to a 

“migrant in the family” model of care (Naldini and Saraceno 2008).  

This phenomenon has not developed in coordinated market economies like 

Scandinavia that have highly regulated and protected labor markets, which prevents the 

creation of a low-cost private market and pushes the issue of care onto the political 

agenda (Da Roit and Sabatinelli 2013; Parreñas 2008). Social-democratic welfare states 

also lessen the likelihood that families will rely on foreign domestic workers because 
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they have a universal benefit system with large-scale institutional support for mothers and 

families (Parreñas 2008) – something Italy lacks. 

Although recent EU expansion has allowed large migrations of care workers from 

Eastern Europe to move to Italy and work legally, recent labor market deregulation has 

facilitated the irregular employment of migrant women (Caponio and Graziano 2011; 

Damiani 2010). As of 2009, 49.2 percent of domestic workers, 72.7 percent of 

babysitters, and 51.7 percent of care assistants had no job contract (IRES-CGIL 2009). 

This informal labor market participation inhibits the political, civil, and social 

incorporation of these migrant workers into their host societies, which further guarantees 

their economies a ready supply of low-wage labor (Parreñas 2001).  

All the Italian mothers I interviewed except one employed housekeepers, 

babysitters, and/or nannies. These domestic workers were from Ethiopia, the Philippines, 

Ecuador, Portugal, Italy, Sweden, and Eastern Europe, among other places. The mothers I 

interviewed often employed a housekeeper and one or two babysitters/nannies 

simultaneously to care for their home and children. Some respondents had hired helpers 

once or twice a week, but many had daily, full-time assistance. Because mothers are still 

primarily responsible for housework and childcare in Italy, my respondents skirted their 

gender disadvantage by relying on their class privilege to outsource some of their 

responsibilities.  

A few participants mentioned this outsourced help offhandedly to me, but many 

didn’t bring it up when I asked how they managed their work-family conflict. Some 

failed to mention this help even when our interviews took place in respondents’ homes 

while housekeepers cleaned in the same room as us. In two instances, I had to inquire, “It 

looks like you have a housekeeper. Can you tell me about her?” Mothers seemed to forget 

to mention this help in the same way as grandmothers’ help – it was so normalized and 
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deeply engrained that some respondents rendered this labor invisible until I asked about 

it.  

It was also puzzling to me that so many mothers talked at length about how they 

got “no help from anyone,” as I highlighted earlier in this chapter, yet so many got 

substantial help from grandmothers or paid domestic workers, and from the government 

in the form of paid leave, public childcare, and other supports. The hegemonic discourse 

amongst my respondents that “working mothers get no help” seemed to invisibilize the 

help they did get. For example, Bianca is married with three children. She mentioned that 

her boss let her work part-time in her secretary job after she returned from maternity 

leave, and she hired a babysitter – an Italian woman who lived next door – on the days 

she worked from 9 am to 7 pm: “I could count on her. She was a big help.” It seemed 

clear that Bianca valued her babysitter and acknowledged that this woman’s labor 

enabled her to continue working once her third child was born.  

Two minutes later in our conversation, I asked Bianca whether she thought Italian 

mothers could get to the top of their careers. She replied, “Of course you have to have a 

lot of help, but you can do it. … To be on the top, the very top you need somebody 

present in your home all day long. Because being at this level means you need to be 

available at any time. So you need to have a presence, a fixed presence in your life.” 

Bianca explained that she had never wanted this sort of paid help herself: “I like my 

independence and I don't like somebody else in my house. I've been doing this for years 

with my independence. Done it all by myself.” While it is true that Bianca never 

employed a babysitter full-time, she did so two days a week. She hadn’t done it all by 

herself. Again, the rhetoric that Italians get no help from anyone seems so rooted in 

mothers’ worldviews that it obfuscates their dependence on low-wage workers for their 

work-family balance – not just workers at the top of the career ladder, where they 
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acknowledge that help is needed. Invisibilizing the labor of these caregivers perpetuates 

the cultural expectation that mothers are solely responsible for household labor.  

Mothers said hired helpers were a necessity, not a luxury (as American mothers 

felt). It was among the last things women were willing to forego when money was tight. 

Benedetta, the single mother I’ve discussed at length in this chapter, still had a woman 

clean her house: “It is my only luxury. It sounds stupid, but I really need it. In my house 

[growing up] there was always a cleaning lady. I don’t buy fresh flowers any more, for 

example, but I will always have a cleaning lady.” Benedetta couldn’t imagine life without 

a housekeeper. Mariela, the Mexican-American accountant, told me she paid her full-time 

nanny/housekeeper 12,000 Euros a year (US$13,500). Her friends told her that seemed 

expensive, but she told me it felt well worth it.  

Mothers also employed domestic workers to solve relationship conflict regarding 

the household division of labor. Some mothers wanted their partners to help out more at 

home, and when they refused, respondents decided to hire helpers to lessen their own 

workload. This was the case for Roberta. She is Mexican and her husband is American. 

She told me her two-year-old son went to private daycare full-time across the street from 

her work, but she also had an Ethiopian nanny/housekeeper. After her son was born, she 

often fought with her husband about tasks around the house. He asked her to work less 

and suggested she tell her company she couldn’t go on work trips once she became a 

mother. She got angry and told him her job was equally important and that he should take 

equal care of their son. Although she said it took him a long time to come around and 

now helps a lot more around the house, they still employ their housekeeper. Roberta said 

she paid “all my money” to her, but she couldn’t picture it any other way because it 

greatly reduced her stress. Roberta made over 100,000 Euros a year (US$113,000). She 
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admitted this income “enables a lot” and allowed her to sidestep many of the most 

difficult aspects of Italian life. 

Only one mother I interviewed didn’t employ a housekeeper or caregiver. 

Viviana, the research scientist, told me she had a “moral hesitation” about hiring 

someone to clean up her family’s mess or care for her son. Her parents also lived in 

Rome and were highly involved, regularly caring for her son, so she said she had no need 

for a paid babysitter. She also admitted with a laugh that she didn’t mind if her house was 

a bit messy. Viviana didn’t strike me as someone who would want or have an impeccably 

clean house. She had a bit of a mad scientist look about her: she wore no makeup and had 

a frizzy halo of shoulder-length curls dyed fire-engine red, and was wearing a faded black 

spaghetti strap tank top, skinny jeans, and purple Birkenstocks to our meeting at the 

university where she worked. In a city like Rome where Italian women are known to be 

fastidious in their appearance, it didn’t seem farfetched to think that because Viviana 

diverged from this trend, she might not have fastidious standards for her home. 

While Viviana’s decision not to hire helpers went against prevailing cultural 

norms in Rome, Oriana’s story helps lay bare exactly what the underlying cultural 

discourses are about employment, motherhood, and outsourcing that shape Italian 

mothers’ desires and expectations. Oriana, who is Swedish, provided a fascinating 

outsider-within perspective (Collins 1986) about everyday life as a working mother in 

Italy. She believed her work-family balance was actually better than her Swedish friends 

who had strong policy supports because it was culturally acceptable in Italy that she 

“delegate.” Oriana’s two children were often sick so she and her husband decided to hire 

an au pair rather than pull them in and out of daycare frequently and take days off work: 

Oriana: In that sense I think it worked better than for my friends in Sweden, because 

I have a lot of friends in Sweden who had kids around the same time, and 
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they were going crazy trying to cope with sick kids and work. And if they 

had sort of a career job, it was hard. It was hard to deal with, not so much 

the maternity leave, but the coping with them being sick, having to be absent 

all the time, because in Sweden people don’t have babysitters.  

Caity: No one has an au pair living with them? 

Oriana: No. So, I think despite the fantastic advantages they have, they were more 

stressed out than I was, because I was able to delegate more.  

Caity: And were you able to do that because you can hire one relatively 

inexpensively here compared to in Sweden? Or it’s also just part of the 

cultural   

Oriana: I think it’s part of the cultural norm. In Sweden people would not normally 

have live-in anything. … Having a live-in baby sitter is really something 

they can’t imagine… Sweden has been, I mean it’s changing a bit now, it’s a 

very profoundly social democratic country. Having something that 

resembles a servant is really not nice. People wouldn’t even have help with 

cleaning, where here if you can afford it, you do.  

Oriana thought Swedes have historically opposed the idea of domestic workers – “having 

something that resembles a servant is really not nice” – and considered it unimaginable 

from their cultural perspective. As a result, however, she watched her Swedish friends 

struggle when their children were sick, while Oriana outsourced this work to an au pair 

and continued in her job uninterrupted in an Italian context that found this decision 

morally acceptable.  

Oriana claimed that her feelings of guilt as a working mother stemmed from 

pressures from her upbringing in Swedish culture, not in Italy’s. She felt better able to 

perform an idealized version of Italian motherhood since it was conventional for middle-
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income mothers to outsource some responsibilities. She explained that the Swedish ideal 

of motherhood requires a woman to do everything herself, which induced guilt: 

From what I’ve seen I think most mothers, especially working mothers, always 

feel guilty, it’s just part of the thing. You always think, “Oh, I should have been 

able to pick them up from school every day.” “I should have been baking 

homemade breads.” And, “Why didn’t I sew their carnival costumes?” You 

always, always, always feel guilty about something. But, I think – I always went 

for sort of the “good enough” kind of parenting. I scaled down on my ambitions 

after having cooked all of their baby food on my own on Sunday evenings and 

freezing little ice cubes with homemade stuff. I scaled down a little bit on 

ambitions and tried to take shortcuts sometimes. Just focusing on what I saw was 

more important to them, which was being together. And they didn’t care if I 

baked homemade bread, that was just – that’s just a motherly myth, they could 

care less. … In Sweden there is a lot of mythology around, not only mothers, but 

maybe mothers and fathers, in general. You’re really supposed to cope with 

everything, and clean your own house and bake your own bread and grow your 

own carrots, and build the bookcase, and paint the ceiling. … But, I think you will 

find that more among Swedish women than here. Here people are happier to just 

do whatever works, you know? It’s not such a big deal. …The Italian momma 

thing – there was a big rebellion against that. And now I find Italian women my 

age not even being able to iron a shirt, you know? Which would be totally 

unacceptable in Sweden.  

According to Oriana, guilt is inevitable for mothers. But she felt much more guilt in 

Sweden than in Italy because in Sweden, parents in general (not just mothers) believed 

that they should care for their homes on their own. But in Italy, outsourcing is so 
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normalized that more privileged Italian mothers don’t even know how to complete some 

of the routine tasks typically associated with homemaking. Not knowing how to iron 

didn't make Italian mothers question their abilities as mothers. As long as children were 

healthy and cared for, even if it was by domestic caregivers, respondents considered 

themselves good mothers. 

This definition of good motherhood for middle-income working mothers in Italy 

is made possible by the availability of low-paid labor of mostly immigrant women. 

Without this labor pool of readily available workers to complete the portions of 

housework and childcare that Italian mothers didn’t want to or couldn’t complete, my 

respondents couldn’t engage in their own paid work or continue to think of themselves as 

good mothers – since having a clean home and well-cared-for children did matter to 

them. By invisibilizing this outsourced labor, mothers contribute to the unequal division 

of household labor that assigns this burden to women.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The Italian mothers I interviewed felt a great deal of work-family conflict. They 

felt their situation was likely the worst amongst European mothers. In their eyes, Italy’s 

troubled economy and the state’s ineptitude in providing adequate work-family policy 

supports contributed greatly to their stress. They felt they truly received no help at all 

from the government, and believed the available work-family policies were helpful in 

theory but not in practice – even though many readily used policies that were in fact 

central to managing their work and family commitments, like public childcare and paid 

maternity and parental leave. 
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Most of the mothers I interviewed in Rome said that with the exception of some 

cooking and childcare, their partners didn’t contribute substantially to maintaining their 

families day-to-day, meaning that this work largely fell to women. At the same time, 

mothers were expected to live up to masculine ideal workers norms at their jobs, 

demanding that work responsibilities come before familial commitments. This spurred a 

great deal of guilt and stress for working mothers.  

A variety of gendered social policies, workplace structures, norms, and discourses 

enabled Italian mothers’ strategies for work-family balance. Mothers used three main 

solutions to help resolve their work-family conflict. First, they worked the system by 

taking advantage of loopholes in paid illness leave surrounding pregnancy and childbirth 

to take extra time off from work at full pay. In doing so, mothers ironically did what they 

accused the Italian state of doing. Perhaps this coping tool is part of a culture of 

corruption: Italians think everyone is working the system so some mothers felt they 

should take advantage when they could.  

 Second, mothers relied on the help of kin networks, primarily grandmothers, to 

step in and care for children. Outsourcing care to grandmothers reifies women’s role in 

domestic labor, but postpones it a generation. Several mothers said they hoped they lived 

near their grown children one day so they could help care for their grandchildren. This 

solution does not ameliorate gender inequalities with regard to women’s disproportionate 

responsibility for the domestic sphere. 

Third, mothers hired low-wage immigrant workers to clean their homes and care 

for their children while they worked. Respondents often relied on both grandmothers and 

hired housekeepers and caregivers to cobble together the help they felt they needed. But 

Italian mothers tended to invisibilize this labor, which reinforced the view that household 

labor is solely women’s responsibility.   
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 Because highly-educated, middle- and high-income mothers are expected to strive 

for the ideal worker model in their jobs, yet are still largely responsible for their children 

and households, mothers have turned to outsourcing to solve their work-family conflict. 

While mothers with less education and lower incomes may be able to rely on 

grandmothers’ help, employing domestic workers is likely a cost-prohibitive solution for 

many working mothers.  

Interestingly, the Italian ideal of motherhood has shifted to allow mothers to 

outsource caregiving labor without calling into question their maternal abilities – this 

delegation of responsibilities does not mark a woman as a bad mother as it did in Western 

Germany or Sweden. This outsourcing solution pushes mothers’ work-family conflict 

onto low-income, racial-ethnic minority immigrant women who often lived apart from 

their own families, or whose children lived close by but had to be cared for by others 

while they worked in the homes of more affluent families in Rome. Their work often 

went unrecognized, and Italian mothers maintained their self-definitions as good mothers. 

For the most part, respondents didn’t demand more help from their male partners, 

turning to stereotypical tropes about Italian masculinity to excuse their lack of 

involvement in maintaining their household. Fathers may be invested in perpetuating the 

mammoni trope (e.g. by acting immaturely or sporadically offering to help around the 

home) because it spares them from domestic responsibility. Perhaps it was easier for 

respondents to label their partners mammoni than face the reality that they chose not to 

help even though they were capable of doing so. But mothers’ reliance on the mammoni 

trope absolves their partners of household responsibilities and reproduces inequalities for 

mothers at home and at work. 

Maybe because Italy is now part of the EU, mothers regularly drew comparisons 

between their experiences and what they’ve heard about the work-family policies in other 
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EU states. However, their belief that the state was irreparably broken meant that they 

never demanded better from the government. Instead, they turned to the informal 

immigrant labor market and relied on grandmothers. Like mothers in western Germany 

and the U.S. who experienced substantial work-family conflict, Italian mothers did not 

engage in feminist activism to secure more government support or increase men’s 

involvement at home. 

Working the system and outsourcing to grandmothers and paid domestic workers 

are coping strategies that reinforce and reflect prevailing social arrangements. Unlike in 

Germany, middle-income mothers couldn’t scale back to part-time work because these 

positions are largely unavailable in Italy. They also couldn't negotiate for flexible 

schedules or telecommuting because these benefits marked them as uncommitted 

workers. Instead, they tried to downplay their motherhood status at work like western 

German mothers. They couldn’t rely on governmental provision of full-time daycare for 

children under age three as mothers in Stockholm and Berlin did (but similar to western 

German and American respondents). Italian fathers aren’t expected to play an equal role 

in domestic work like those in Stockholm, so most Italian mothers didn’t turn to their 

partners to help solve their daily stress. Mothers’ abilities to address the problems in their 

lives were confined to the options that were both socially acceptable and available in 

Italy. 
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Chapter 6. The United States: 

“We Can’t Figure Out How to Do It All at the Same Time” 

 

Samantha is an extremely successful, white 37-year-old lawyer with a ten-month-

old and five-year-old. Her husband works for the government. I interviewed her in a 

windowless conference room in her office building, a high-security facility with 

fluorescent lighting and sterile white walls where employees spoke in hushed voices. 

Samantha worked as a teacher before waking up one day with the realization that she was 

“taking no risks.” She went back to law school and pursued a career in private practice. 

When she first found out she was pregnant, Samantha remembered, “I worked very hard 

to ensure that nothing was different as a result of being pregnant and that I was taking on 

the same workload and sometimes more trying to prove that I was as available, as 

accessible, as committed.” 

Her law firm wasn’t family-friendly or amenable to employees with outside 

responsibilities that detracted from their job commitment. She recalled: 

You could have children, but the general expectation was, if you made that 

choice, you needed to have a plan for someone else to care for them. … And fully 

committed meant that you were available at all hours whenever anything was 

needed. There weren’t boundaries. And this, ironically, was a firm that I joined 

because they billed themselves as a “lifestyle firm,” as a firm that was supportive 

of families. Folks were supposed to be able to coach their kids’ t-ball teams. 

It became clear to Samantha that women could have children only so long as they didn’t 

take time away from work to care for them. When I asked whether this message was 

explicit, she said: 
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Whether it was said in so many words or not, the message was perceived loud and 

clear. … I was thinking very much about having a second child, and thinking 

about the realities of how that would work. And looking back at the young go-

getter female associates who had been in our office and in our practice, most had 

survived having one child, and those who went on to have a second child for one 

reason or another usually weren’t at the firm six months later.  

Samantha took roughly four months off after giving birth, cobbling together short-term 

disability leave, and sick days and vacation days she had stockpiled. She went unpaid for 

the last month.  

Samantha’s firm asked her to start working from home nine weeks into her leave. 

She had had a C-section, and told me she was “still knitting back together” when she 

started taking conference calls and working while her son slept. After her leave was up, 

Samantha said, “I came back full-force into the busiest time of our calendar year.” At this 

point in our interview, Samantha burst into tears. We paused for a few minutes while she 

closed her eyes and caught her breath, dabbing quickly at her cheeks with a Kleenex.  

 Samantha explained that she only saw her children in the morning before they 

went to daycare and on the weekends, although she worked a half-day on Saturdays. Her 

husband picked them up, fed and bathed them, and put them to bed each night. She 

returned home after they were asleep. Samantha reflected softly:  

Before I had children, the message that I received was, “I am woman, hear me 

roar. You can do everything. … You can be at the top if you put your mind to it. 

… You are awesome.” … Load of crap. I am awesome, and I can’t do everything. 

… If I keep all the balls in the air, I’m broken. What’s going to fail is my health. 

While I was doing all of that, I was also suffering debilitating migraines. … I’ve 
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talked to so many friends in a similar position… and we can’t figure out how to 

do it all at the same time.  

Samantha sobbed. Averting her eyes, with her hand over her mouth and tears streaming 

down her cheeks, she told me about an incident a year or so prior when she came home 

from work at 10 pm and had what she describes as a complete emotional breakdown. She 

hadn’t seen her infant in a month. Something had to change. Her husband calmly tried to 

discuss how to make her life feel a little less insane.  

Samantha listed their three solutions. First, she transferred to an in-house counsel 

position at a less prestigious law firm that demanded fewer hours. Second, Samantha 

learned to be more efficient at work. “I get more done in a work day than most of my 

colleagues who are in a similar situation do in a day and a half,” she said with a smile. 

Third, she bought a product called the Freemie. The Freemie is a hands-free breast pump 

that she bought online and brought to work. It has breast milk collection cups that fit into 

a bra with a cord that runs out to the pump. She showed me at her cubicle where she 

attached the pump to herself under a poncho while seated at her desk so she could pump 

breast milk and not waste the time of walking to and from her firm’s lactation room. 

Because the lactation room available to her was a 12-minute walk one-way, she spent 

roughly 90 minutes of her day traveling to and from the room. She laughed and told me, 

“Yeah, I’m pumpin’ at my desk! I don’t have time for this. I’ve got to go home and take 

care of people.” 

Samantha exemplifies how Americans individualize their social problems. 

Samantha’s solutions are textbook examples of how American mothers approached their 

work-family conflict: changing jobs, becoming more efficient, and buying a Freemie 

define childrearing as a private responsibility and work-family conflict as a personal 

problem.  
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The United States is an outlier among western industrialized countries for its lack 

of support for working mothers (Glass 2009; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Williams 2000). 

The U.S. welfare state centers on the liberal (capitalist) belief in the primacy of the 

market in providing for citizen welfare, intervening only when the market fails. This free-

market approach means that adults are encouraged to work and find private solutions for 

childrearing and housework, and leaves it to individual employers to choose whether or 

not to support working families with dependent care responsibilities.  

The individualistic principles that define the American welfare state shape the 

country’s social policies. The U.S. is one of the only countries with no mention of the 

word “family” in its constitution (Bogenschneider 2000). It has no federal body dedicated 

specifically to family issues (Eshleman 1991). Without an explicit national family policy, 

what remains is a set of patchwork policies from employers that are weakly 

institutionalized and subject to the discretion of managers (Glass 2009). State assistance 

for families is generally aimed at the very poor, and requires that poor mothers exchange 

certain civil rights for cash assistance (Collins and Mayer 2010). This welfare state 

approach leaves women, especially working class and racial/ethnic minority women, in 

the worst straits (Collins and Mayer 2010). 

Because the state does not offer supports for care, individuals must turn to the 

market to purchase this care. Middle-class women who purchase these services have 

come to rely on other women’s low wages to enable their own paid labor. Collins and 

Mayer (2010:112) argue, “Simply put, this is a case where the ‘haves’ doing well 

depends on the ‘have-nots’ having less.” Low-income mothers often lack the job security, 

living wage, and access to work-family policies (e.g. maternity leave, healthcare, 

vacation and sick days) that would help reconcile the tensions between their work and 

family commitments. 
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CHAPTER OUTLINE 

 

 I begin this chapter by outlining the United States’ work-family policy. I then 

highlight two neoliberal discourses that dominated my conversations with American 

mothers: that women themselves are to blame for work-family conflict, and that women 

felt lucky and grateful for any support they received, whether from partners or employers.  

 The third section explores the ideological and material sources of American 

mothers’ work-family conflict. Respondents felt caught between ideal worker norms and 

intensive mothering norms that require they devote their full attention to each arena. 

Mothers also experienced hardships because of the lack of policy supports like parental 

leave, subsidized childcare, flexible work schedules, and vacation/sick days that act as a 

safety net for mothers in the other countries where I conducted interviews. Further, they 

felt stressed because, in most cases, their partners did not participate equally in 

housework and childcare.  

 I then examine how mothers responded to their work-family conflict. Mothers had 

three approaches to achieving balance in their lives: They (1) changed their work life by 

“leaning out,” finding part-time work, or switching jobs; (2) created their own safety net 

by saving money, outsourcing, and relying on friends, relatives, and other working 

mothers for support; and (3) changed their own perspective or approach to work-family 

balance. Overall, I conclude that American mothers sought out individualized solutions to 

systemic social problems.  
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THE UNITED STATES’ WORK-FAMILY POLICY 

 

The U.S. has no national work-family policy to support caregiving, no universal 

healthcare, no universal social insurance entitlement, no guaranteed income, no paid 

parental leave, no universal childcare, and no minimum standard for vacation and sick 

days (Gornick and Meyers 2003). States can elect to offer more generous supports than 

those offered at the federal level, but this means that only workers in larger, wealthier, 

more liberal states benefit from them. For instance, only three states currently offer paid 

parental leave – California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island (National Partnership for 

Women & Families 2015).  

Work-family policies like paid family leave, childcare assistance, schedule 

flexibility, and telecommuting are typically available to workers with greater market 

power: largely men, professional and managerial workers, and employees at large 

companies (McCrate 2005; Noonan and Glass 2012; Osterman 1995). Employed mothers 

are less likely to have access to family accommodations than fathers (McCrate 2002) and 

are more likely to receive financial penalties for using them (Glass and Noonan 2007). 

Many American companies offer no policies whatsoever to support their employees’ 

family responsibilities (Glass 2009; Golden 2001). The workers who most need these 

policies – those at the bottom of the low-wage labor market – are least likely to have 

access to them (Hays 2004; Edin and Kefalas 2006; Collins and Mayer 2010; Glass 2009; 

Kelly and Kalev 2006; Lambert 2008). For instance, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2013) finds that only 11 percent of American employees have access to paid parental 

leave, but this is divided differently across the income distribution. More than one in five 

of the top 10 percent of earners have access to paid family leave, compared to one in 20 

in the bottom quartile of earners. 
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The consensus among work-family scholars is that this free-market approach to 

social provisioning has failed (Blair-Loy 2003; Damaske 2011b; Glass 2009; Gornick 

and Meyers 2003; Hochschild 1989, 1997; Jacobs and Gerson 2004; Orloff 1993; Pettit 

and Hook 2009; Sainsbury 1997). Evidence of this failure is seen in high rates of 

maternal and childhood poverty (Thistle 2006), high rates of worker turnover (Lambert 

2008; Schlosser 2001), intermittent maternal employment (Gornick and Meyers 2003), 

worker frustrations, and time squeezes (Jacobs and Gerson 2004). 

The failure of the U.S. approach to work-family policy is also reflected in 

happiness statistics. Parents tend to report lower levels of happiness than non-parents 

across western industrialized countries; but this difference in happiness between adults 

with and without children is reduced in countries that offer more assistance and resources 

to families than in countries that provide less support (Glass, Simon, and Andersson 

forthcoming). In a study of 22 OECD countries, Glass, Simon, and Andersson 

(forthcoming) find that the U.S. has the largest subjective well-being penalty for 

parenthood, with the largest gap in happiness between parents and nonparents. In other 

words, the low support context in the U.S. means that parenting is particularly taxing and 

stressful compared to countries with greater work-family policy supports (Glass, Simon, 

and Andersson forthcoming; Kahneman et al. 2010). 

The United States is the only economically developed country in the world that 

doesn’t offer paid maternity leave. The one federal policy support is the 1993 Family and 

Medical Leave Act (1993). This policy gives eligible employees up to 12 weeks of 

unpaid, job-protected leave to care for a new or recently adopted child, to care for a 

seriously ill family member, or to recover from a personal illness. This law applies only 

to businesses with over 50 employees, and workers must have worked for at least 12 

months and a minimum of 1,250 hours in order to qualify. Workers are guaranteed a job 
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upon return, but not necessarily their job. Roughly 62 percent of Americans work for a 

covered employer and are eligible for these benefits (Georgetown University Law Center 

2010). White-collar workers tend to have greater access to this provision than low-wage 

workers. However, relatively few workers can afford to use FMLA and take a break from 

work without pay.  

The U.S. has no universal childcare for children of any age. The limited childcare 

provisions offered by the federal government are means-tested for the poorest citizens 

(Ho 2015). Low-income parents must be involved in work or a work-related activity, 

such as training, in order to receive childcare subsidies through the Child Care 

Development Fund (Ho 2015).  

Without governmental support for care, families are required to find private 

solutions to childcare. For those families that turn to the market, they find vast 

differences in the quality and cost of care. Until as recently as 2013, there have been no 

national regulations in quality of service, staffing, or health codes for daycare facilities, 

resulting in a wide range of care services (Schulte 2013; Story, Kaphingst, and French 

2006). Individual states were responsible for setting/enforcing minimum health and 

safety standards, such as the mandate for working smoke detectors, locked cabinets for 

dangerous materials, staff-child ratios, and a minimum age for caregivers. Many 

programs are exempt from any regulation or licensing requirements, such as those that 

care for a small number of children, those run by religious groups, part-day programs, 

and school-based pre-school or after-school programs. Guidelines for nutrition, exercise, 

media use, and developmentally appropriate activities vary widely from state to state 

(Story, Kaphingst, and French 2006).  

Following a series of high-profile media stories about children who were injured 

or died in U.S. daycares, the Department of Health and Human Services imposed national 
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health and safety standards in 2013 for any facility that accepts government subsidies, 

which accounts for only a small portion of all facilities nationwide (Schulte 2013). The 

lack of regulations in standards for childcare in the United States means that wealthier 

families are able to provide safer, higher quality environments for their children 

compared to lower-income families. 

Polling data suggests that Americans today are increasingly supportive of work-

family policy, including paid family leave, universal pre-school education, and stronger 

laws regarding wages and working hours (Glass 2009). Younger workers also show more 

interest in work-family policy and less willingness to sacrifice personal and family time 

for work (Gerson 2010). But this interest hasn’t yet translated into federal policy change. 

 

DOMINANT DISCOURSES ABOUT WORK AND FAMILY 

 

“I’m Doing Everything Subpar”: Self-Blame for Work-Family Conflict  

American mothers said they felt enormous guilt and tension between their work 

and family roles, similar to my western German and Italian interviewees. But whereas 

western Germans blamed outdated cultural norms and Italians blamed the government for 

their problems, the vast majority of the Americans blamed themselves for not 

“balancing” or “managing” their responsibilities. Kelsey, a white married mother of a 

one-year-old who works in business management, told me she often felt like a failure: 

“There are a lot of days where you feel like you are simultaneously a terrible professional 

and a terrible mother. You’re like, “I’m doing everything subpar. Nothing is going well.” 

She made the conscious decision to lower her high standards once she had a child. I 
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asked Kelsey if she thought it was possible for American mothers to get to the top in their 

careers. She said: 

In general, yes, but… you still have to negotiate a lot of the hurdles that may not 

necessarily be [set] by the industry or the business or other people’s expectations, 

but they’re hurdles you’ve set. Because you probably are a feeling person who has 

had a child. You don’t want to miss every football game or every piano recital or 

even every bedtime. I hate missing bedtime. If I can figure out a way to even have 

a flight that leaves at 9:00 p.m. to go where I need to go to make bedtime, I’ll do 

it. It’s just understanding that there’s gonna have to be a give and take, and that’s 

OK. You don’t feel like you have to be perfect in every way. 

Kelsey believed that in order to get to the top in their careers, mothers need to overcome 

hurdles they’ve put it in their own way. She said these self-imposed hurdles are logical 

for any parent who wants to participate in their children’s daily lives. Her solution was to 

“figure out a way” and “do it” herself. Reminding herself that she didn’t “have to be 

perfect in every way” implies that Kelsey feels pressured to achieve perfection.  

When mothers experienced work-family conflict and stress, they often felt it was 

their fault. Tiana, who is 23 and African-American, has a bachelor’s degree in public 

health and worked for a time as a community health worker. But she felt she didn’t get to 

see her daughter enough, and took an administrative job at lower pay in order to have a 

better schedule. Tiana didn’t blame her stress on her long, stressful working hours, but on 

herself for choosing the wrong career path:  

I think I just picked the wrong major… I really should have ended up as a nurse, 

because I would have been happy working in the hospital, in the doctor’s office, 

doing that kind of stuff. I just always make the wrong decisions. I don’t know 

what’s wrong with me. I was just thinking practically.  
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Tiana believed her work-family conflict was due to her own poor decision-making. She 

solved her conflict by changing jobs – a common solution for my respondents (discussed 

later in this chapter). 

Many mothers felt guilty that the nature of their jobs – which they often loved – at 

times meant that they had to sacrifice too much for their children. Rather than critique 

their long hours, demanding employers, or lack of workplace supports, women tended to 

be upset with themselves. Lauren is a white ER doctor with three children whose husband 

is a stay-at-home dad. She cried during our interview in recounting a health scare she had 

at work. A fluid splashed in her eyes while she was treating an HIV-positive patient, and 

the infectious diseases specialists at her hospital told her to stop breastfeeding that day: 

I cried myself to sleep for, like, two weeks. I felt so awful about it. … [I]t was 

such a representation of the sacrifices that I was making that I was forcing them to 

make. That was really hard for me. In the end, I think the benefits of me working 

obviously outweigh the negatives. But when that balance shifts, it’s really hard. 

Lauren’s exposure to HIV at work caused her extreme guilt and anxiety about what she 

was asking her children to risk/sacrifice in order for her to work in a job she loved. 

Although she wanted to serve as a role model about what women can achieve, she 

wondered whether she was being selfish and putting her children in harm’s way. Beyond 

stopping breastfeeding, it represented her failure as a mother.  

I asked Lauren whether anything had changed in the ER to try and improve 

safety, and she explained tactics she herself adopted: wearing eye protection and standing 

near the door in case someone tried to attack her. Unlike Swedish and German mothers 

who are guaranteed a year’s parental leave and usually stop breastfeeding before 

returning to work, Lauren had to return to work while she was still breastfeeding, thus 

potentially exposing her child to the illnesses she treated in the Emergency Room. Yet 
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Lauren only discussed what she could do differently to prevent another dangerous 

incident – she blamed herself.  

 Respondents felt guilty that their busy work schedules and long hours detracted 

from being good mothers. Allie is an executive editor working roughly 50 hours a week: 

I have such mixed feelings about that. I miss my kids a lot now that I’m here [in 

this job]. And I also commute an hour each way. Sometimes that turns into an 

hour and a half each way with traffic. And if I’m in here nine hours, sometimes 10 

lately, I feel like I don’t see my kids much. I feel like my husband is closer to my 

kids in some ways now than I am. And that’s hard as a mom to be dealing with 

that. … But I do miss being able to be home with them. But I took this job. 

Allie felt torn between her time-intensive job and her interest in being an involved and 

present mother. Her regret that her husband knew their children better is logical given 

that intensive parenting is typically reserved for mothers in the U.S. (Hays 1996). Allie 

didn’t question her employer’s decision to require such long hours and shouldered 

responsibility for this decision herself: “I took this job.” American mothers felt an 

extraordinary amount of guilt about their inability to achieve work-family balance, 

usually blaming themselves for this conflict. 

 

“I’m So Lucky”: Rhetoric of Gratitude for Work-Family Supports 

The American mothers I interviewed expected to be fully responsible for 

managing their households, children, and jobs on their own. Unlike their European 

counterparts, they generally expressed little confidence that their partners, workplaces, or 

the state would step up to help ease the stress and difficulties they experienced every day. 

When mothers received help of any sort – including when they earned them or paid for 
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them – they used vocabulary like “being very lucky” or “feeling privileged.” For the most 

part, German, Swedish, and Italian mothers didn’t use this language. In fact, I heard the 

opposite: as I discussed in previous chapters, European working mothers invoked the 

discourse of rights and entitlements to work-family policy. These discourses never came 

up during my U.S. interviews, and only a small handful mentioned the state as having a 

role in promoting work-family balance. When I asked whether the government could do 

anything to support working mothers better, Sharon, an editor and mother of two said, 

“That’s a good question. I hadn’t really thought about it before. I’d love to be home when 

[my kids] got home. To change the work schedule. But that’s like turning around the 

Titanic.” Sharon found it implausible that her work hours might change to accommodate 

her family. My respondents in Stockholm and Berlin expected these accommodations 

(see Chapters 2 and 3). 

My U.S. interviewees frequently used the rhetoric of luck and gratitude; it is 

peppered throughout the anecdotes I discuss in this chapter. The more advantaged women 

in my sample said they felt lucky to have work-family accommodations at their 

companies (whether formal or informal). Kelsey said, “I’ve felt very lucky. … I did not 

know [maternity leave] was such a game-changer until I started talking with other friends 

of mine who … were now having to take three months unpaid, because they got, like, a 

two-week maternity leave.” Kelsey works for a corporation famous for its family-friendly 

policies and took four months at full pay, acknowledging how rare this was. 

Mothers were also grateful for understanding, supportive bosses. Usually this 

manifested for respondents as informal flexible scheduling. Imani is a Hispanic/African-

American property manager for an office building and has a demanding job and a two-

hour daily commute each way. She told me her family can’t afford to live closer to work: 
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You can imagine, my job is insane. I was so stressed it was making me sick. … I 

asked if I could work from home twice a week. That would take a huge load off. 

Not having to commute… would make it easier for me. Otherwise I felt like the 

pressure of it was—I don’t know how to explain it. The pressure of it was— I was 

a key component to the big chain. … It pushed me health-wise to the limit. … The 

goal is to be here at 7:30, but that never happens. It’s too unpredictable. And 

luckily, my boss, our company, this building, it’s very flexible. … It’s a blessing. 

It’s amazing. It’s the first time in my career when I feel like I’m at a place where I 

know what I’m doing, I can handle things, and it doesn’t feel so super-

overwhelming. It does get overwhelming sometimes. 

Imani suggested that her ability to telecommute two days a week and adjust her start time 

made her job feel less overwhelming and helped reduce the stress of her job. Rather than 

feel frustration at the intense pressure and long working hours, Imani was grateful. 

U.S. interviewees also felt lucky when their bosses had children themselves and 

“got it.” One mother said, “I’m lucky in the sense that at the time my boss in California 

had four kids of his own and he was a very good father, so he gave me a lot of 

flexibility.” Another explained, “We’re lucky that it’s a nonprofit and that lots of people 

in the organization higher up have kids. Almost everybody on the executive team has 

kids. They all get it.” 

Respondents who had an office space in which to pump breastmilk were effusive 

in their gratitude for it, knowing that this privacy was rare (a source of conflict I discuss 

in the next section). Chelsea, a white woman working in a prestigious sales management 

position for a transnational company, said,  

I pump twice during the day. And I am so lucky about pumping. I am at a level in 

my company where I actually have my own office. At least for the time being 
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because we are moving to [a new space that is] open office, collaborative. It really 

saves money and whatever. So I am dreading the day I lose my office. 

Chelsea felt fortunate to have an office, and took advantage of the privacy it afforded, 

knowing that this wouldn’t be possible when her company moved to an open floor plan. 

Some of my respondents worked for the enjoyment of it, and not because it was 

financially necessary for their families. These mothers repeatedly mentioned this as 

“lucky” or “a privilege.” Mackenzie, a policy officer and white mother of two, reflected, 

“it is not by necessity that I am working, which is a privilege. I’m a lucky person to be 

able to make that choice. And I’m lucky that I make enough to be able to swing the 

difference in cost that it requires to live here.” 

Mothers also expressed gratitude if they liked their children’s daycare. Many had 

personal experience or knew friends who disliked the facility where their kids spent their 

days, which caused guilt and stress for respondents. Ashley is a white married mother 

working as a secretary and explained, “I’m sure there are below-average day cares, but ... 

I have had great luck. Both her daycare providers are very kind people who just view the 

kids as extensions of their immediate family.” 

Mothers who hired housekeepers, babysitters, and nannies made comments like, 

“I’m lucky because I have a nanny at home taking care of my one daughter,” “We’re 

lucky that we have a cleaning lady every two weeks,” and “we’re lucky that we make 

enough that that is not prohibitive.” A small number of respondents had parents who 

lived close by and helped with their children, and a few others were visited by relatives 

after giving birth to help. American mothers were thrilled to receive this familial help, 

unlike Italian mothers who often forgot to mention it, but relied on it heavily (see Chapter 

5). 
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The lack of federal work-family policies in the U.S. tends to exacerbate class 

inequalities between mothers. American mothers may use the discourse of luck and 

privilege to sidestep the guilt associated with the knowledge that they have access to 

work-family policies (e.g. maternity leave, flexible schedules) or support (e.g. relatives, 

housekeepers, nannies) to help ease their work-family conflict that aren’t available to all 

mothers, especially in a cultural environment that emphasizes personal responsibility. 

Mothers who had these benefits didn’t express that they deserved or expected them as 

European mothers did. The rhetoric of luck seems to be my respondents’ attempts at 

acknowledging their own privilege given systemic U.S. inequalities: some women (white, 

wealthier women) structurally tend to have greater access to this assistance than others 

(racial/ethnic minority, lower-income women) as a result of racism and classism.  

This rhetoric also reaffirms mothers’ sense that these are privileges and not rights 

– demonstrating their inculcation of a broader system that doesn’t offer these policies or 

supports universally. Mothers embodied the ideal of personal responsibility: they felt that 

their work-family conflict was their own problem to solve. American women did not 

expect to have understanding bosses, supportive families, or accommodating jobs. 

 

SOURCES OF AMERICAN MOTHERS’ WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT 

 

Where did American mothers’ work-family conflict come from? In this section, I 

discuss the sources that arose during my interviews. I found that mothers faced both 

normative and material sources of work-family conflict. First, mothers tended to feel 

caught between ideal worker norms and intensive mothering norms, or the “work 

devotion schema” and “family devotion schema” (Blair-Loy 2003). Second, mothers 
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experienced stress as a result of the unequal gender division of labor in their homes and 

the United States’ weak safety net. 

 

Ideal Worker Norms and the Work Devotion Schema 

The American mothers I interviewed felt pressured to live up to a set of pervasive 

norms that glorified the ideal worker (Acker 1990). Similar to Italian and western 

German respondents, mothers often worried about announcing their pregnancies to 

employers. Makayla, an African American nonprofit public relations executive and 

mother of two, told me she felt her boss would be unhappy at the news: 

I work in PR, so I knew how to frame it [laughs]. I did a little research on how 

you tell your bosses that you are expecting. I went in and said, “I have fantastic 

news.” You can’t be disappointed when you go in telling people how they must 

feel about it. So I walked in and said, “I have fantastic news! I’m pregnant! I’m 

gonna have a baby!” … It worked, like magic. My boss, a man, he was 

supportive. I’d been at the organization a long time. 

Makayla’s spin on her pregnancy seemed to work. She also indicated that she had earned 

her boss’ support with her long tenure at the firm. The need to devise a strategy for 

announcing one’s pregnancy indicates that motherhood is perceived negatively at work. 

U.S. mothers reported feeling relieved and grateful for bosses who didn’t get angry at 

them when they announced their pregnancies. They did not expect employers’ support. 

 Respondents recounted many anecdotes illustrating that they were expected to be 

dedicated to their jobs regardless of any family emergencies. Mary is a white attorney 

and single mother “by choice.” Her twins were born prematurely at 28 weeks. They spent 

two months in the hospital, and she petitioned HR to let her work from their hospital 
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room so she didn’t use up her short maternity leave: “[W]e talked about it, and he let me 

work. … It allowed me to stretch my maternity hours a lot longer. That was really nice, 

that I had that flexibility…” This is more evidence of American women’s low 

expectations of their employers. Any leave time at all felt like a luxury to my 

respondents. Mary explained that the mother of the child in the room next door was a 

Hispanic housekeeper who worked nights. She took the bus to and from the hospital, 

leaving her infant alone most days. This mother couldn’t ask to work remotely, and had 

no leave available to her. Mary felt that, in contrast with this other mother, she was 

extremely privileged because she could work remotely. It did not occur to her to question 

that new mothers should be required to work while in the hospital. 

Disrupting work for childbirth was a big concern for my respondents. Some 

worried that the timing of their childbirth would be problematic for their employers, so 

they worked hard to make up for any time off immediately following childbirth. Others 

worked hard literally up until childbirth, like Chelsea. She told me she was “a little 

worried” when she found out she was pregnant for the first time. She organized a major 

event for a top client that took place two weeks before her due date. Chelsea went into 

labor 72 hours after the event ended. She went to the hospital and felt obliged to work 

from her hospital bed as she started labor – “I was on my BlackBerry the whole time” –

because she worried that her junior colleague couldn’t do the work alone. Recall that in 

Italy and Germany, mothers are required to leave work for paid maternity leave four to 

six weeks before childbirth. This isn’t an option in the U.S.  

American mothers like Chelsea who were allowed to take maternity leave or were 

given some flexibility often explained that they owed it to their employers to work right 

up until childbirth, and to dive back in when they returned. Some mothers felt the need to 

continually earn this support or pay employers back by working harder and longer, as 
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was the case for Italian mothers (see Chapter 5). Yasmine is a single Lebanese mother 

who has a flexible schedule: “It is the flexibility, mainly, that made me stay here. This is 

why I like to put in more hours of work, because I want to pay back for that flexibility.” 

Allison Pugh (2015) calls this the “one-way honor system” between employers and 

employees in the U.S.: workers feel loyalty to employers, but expect very little in return. 

Mothers told me they were sometimes expected to be available to their employers 

at a moment’s notice, even right after maternity leave. Robin, who is white, married, and 

a psychologist working at a prison, occasionally had to drop everything to go to the 

prison when she was off-duty. After having to stop breastfeeding her 14-week-old to 

return to work at 9 p.m., she recalled thinking, “I can’t live like this. This can’t be my 

own existence on their clock anymore because I have someone else’s clock that matters 

to me.” Robin also had to travel intermittently and often last minute for work, which she 

felt was a great source of work-family conflict (a comment other mothers echoed). She 

said she sometimes literally sprinted for a flight, booking her travel from the taxi on the 

way to the airport. Robin felt that her employers made her demonstrate her dedication to 

work.  

The sense that workers needed to be ever-present also made women feel like their 

workday never ended. Flexible schedules enabled this culture of constant work for 

mothers, yet they also expressed gratitude for the benefit. Chelsea, the sales manager, 

called this constant blending of work and family “the swirl”:  

I think my big key here is I have an awesome, awesome, understanding, flexible 

boss who takes advantage of things herself and just kind of trusts me to do my 

job. We always talk about the swirl. That's what we call it. Like when you're a 

working mom, there is no hard line between work and home. So you swirl from 

one to the other, it's all swirled together. You get online at seven in the morning 
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and you send a couple of emails that have to get out, and then you're making 

breakfast, and you drop the kids off and maybe at lunch you either go for a run 

yourself or run to the grocery store because you have no other time to do it. But 

then after, you put them to bed, you're back online. It all bleeds into each other. 

All the time. I'm sending work emails and then I'll jump over really quick to 

Amazon and order more diapers because that's what I need to do and it popped 

into my head. There is no guilt for doing it that way because – you know, it's good 

and bad. It means I can easily work from 8 to 10 at night a lot but it allows me to 

do what I need to do and see them as much as I can. 

Chelsea said her understanding boss, flexible working hours, and ability to work from 

home early in the morning and late at night made her feel less stressed. Yet she expressed 

ambivalence about this arrangement, saying she didn’t “feel guilt for doing it that way” 

but also admitted that “it’s good and bad.” She implied that perhaps this set-up worked 

best for her children and household, but she also signaled that this scenario caused her to 

have “no hard line between work and home.” She seemed to sacrifice her own sense of 

balance, time, and boundaries for the sake of her job and her family – in alignment with 

hegemonic ideals about the self-sacrificing mother, discussed in the next section. 

 

Intensive Mothering Norms and the Family Devotion Schema 

American mothers felt caught between the schemas of work and family devotion 

(Blair-Loy 2003). They felt that their employment made it difficult to be the devoted 

mothers they wanted to be. Susan’s comments exemplified the intensity of this conflict. 

She is Puerto Rican, a mother of nine-year-old twins, and a senior-level manager in the 

banking sector. Susan called this tension “mommy guilt”: 
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For me, mommy guilt is the constant tradeoffs and being sure that you’re making 

the right decisions. I’ve told people, for a woman, nothing undermines your innate 

self-confidence as much as the moment you become a mother, because from that 

day on, you are constantly aware of the fact that you’re not just responsible for 

yourself any more. Every choice you make, every act you portray, you are 

shaping this life. Therefore you second-guess yourself all the time. … And it gets 

easier over time, but … it’s crippling. 

Susan felt crippled by “mommy guilt” and believed she had to make “constant tradeoffs” 

between her commitment to work and to her children. She suggested that every move a 

mother makes shapes her child, indicating that mothers are responsible for their 

children’s development. She told me it took “nine years of tears” to stop feeling guilty all 

the time. The guilt finally abated when she rearranged her schedule in order to attend an 

event at her children’s daycare, and saw that they were fine even though she worked full-

time. She saw them as resilient for the first time.  

Blair-Loy (2003:141) finds that this is a common tactic amongst career-

committed mothers: they craft a definition of children as autonomous and resilient, 

preserving their self-understanding as good mothers. I heard this same discourse about 

children as autonomous and resilient amongst my Swedish respondents, who also mostly 

worked full-time (see Chapter 2). My respondents in Germany and Italy (detailed in 

Chapters 3-5) held a different cultural definition of childhood, one that Blair-Loy calls 

“family-committed.” Family committed mothers “define their children as fragile and 

needful of their attentive care” (141), a definition that prompts German mothers to work 

part-time, and Italian mothers to outsource childcare to grandmothers.  
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The Unequal Division of Household Labor 

The majority of my participants believed in dividing childcare and housework 

equally with their partners in theory, but few achieved this goal in their day-to-day lives. 

Most respondents explained to me why an equal division of labor wasn’t possible in their 

own homes. Some mothers said that a husband’s work schedule prevented him from 

helping much at home. Ashley works part-time as a secretary and is married to a police 

officer who works 2-11 p.m. five days a week: 

This has offended him, but a couple of my mom friends have said, “It’s like 

you’re temporarily a single parent.” In some ways I am, but I have the emotional 

support of a second person to talk to, so I’m really not a single parent. But when it 

comes to Girl Scouts and soccer practice and showers at night, that’s all me. He’s 

just not around. … That’s the biggest flaw in our whole relationship. We have this 

little window of time to download information between each other. We leave a lot 

of notes for each other. He comes home at 11:30 and I’m usually asleep. I’ll talk 

to him for 10 or 15 minutes and then I’ve got to go back to bed. 

Like a single mother, Ashley was responsible for virtually all of the housework and 

childcare. I asked Ashley whether she and her husband divided tasks differently around 

the house before having children. She said: 

Not so much. And I knew from the moment we had talked about getting married 

that this was how it was going to be. He was never going to be the guy who was 

around a lot and very involved. He’s especially good once they can talk. When 

he’s home, he will take them on walks or give me a break. But I always knew that 

the general day-in, day-out tasks were gonna be mine. ... I’m the oldest of five 

kids, so I’m already used to doing all that. I didn’t mind. This way I get to do it 

my way. 



 251 

Ashley said she didn’t expect anything different and justified this vastly different 

workload by explaining that she liked getting to parent and care for their home herself. 

The majority of mothers told me their husbands would participate with a specific 

housework or childcare task if they asked them and explained how to do it. Some mothers 

said they didn’t mind having to ask for help because they were more attuned to domestic 

chores, which is logical in a culture in which women are socialized to assume 

responsibility for these arenas. Others were more irritated that they had to ask in the first 

place, feeling exhausted by the added burden of constantly speaking up and requesting 

help. Some described feeling it was easier to do it themselves.  

A few mothers drew on gendered understandings of women’s and men’s 

parenting abilities to explain why they performed more of the caring labor than their 

partners. I heard these explanations often during my conversations with women in 

Germany, Italy, and the U.S., but not in Sweden where parenting discourse was gender-

neutral. Ruth, whose husband is Swedish, hinted at the fallacy of this biological 

justification to explain men’s incapacity to help out at home by saying, “He does his own 

laundry. My friends are like, ‘That’s incredible.’ … I don’t know what it is about having 

a penis that makes you not able to do laundry.” 

Some interviewees said they decided to “train” or “teach” their husbands to help 

out more as a method of self-preservation. Makayla, the non-profit executive whose 

husband has a high-ranking government job, explained: 

It is normally me asking and he says yes. It’s not common that he will just do. 

I’ve been training my husband on certain things, so he’s now been officially 

trained that Mom does not do dinner on Fridays and Saturdays. … Little things 

like that where even I am learning for myself to self-preserve and not do things. 
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She tested out this new approach by not arranging everything at home before she took a 

business trip, leaving it to her husband to manage the household. Makayla arrived to find 

no food in the house upon her return. This sort of clumsy lack of awareness was a 

common trope I heard amongst American respondents.  

While Italian mothers described Italian men as being immature, lazy, and self-

involved, American mothers tended to say men were poorly trained. Both groups of 

mothers felt their partners had no idea what it takes to run a household. But again, it fell 

to mothers to continually ask their partners and try to teach them to help out regularly. 

Women laughed often during our interviews about men’s perpetual inability to help in 

even small ways. Respondents spoke of this difficulty using laughter, but it was 

accompanied by shaking heads, raised eyebrows, shrugged shoulders, rolling eyes, and 

pursed lips. These non-verbal cues signaled an underlying annoyance and resentment 

toward their spouses.  

Even when respondents worked hard to teach their husbands to contribute, men’s 

efforts seemed lackluster. Knowing that most of my respondents’ male partners held 

high-paying jobs in Washington D.C., it is puzzling that these successful men at work 

couldn’t succeed in helping their wives feel less stressed by helping at home. I call this 

disconnect learned incompetence. These men probably assume that if they don’t follow 

through on a task, it is likely that their female partners will complete the task instead. 

When men fumble, their partner is likely to solve the problem. When women fumble, 

fixing it is also their job. Because keeping a nice home and taking good care of one’s 

children is central to American mothers’ understanding of good mothering, it makes 

sense that my respondents were unwilling to simply let these tasks – like laundry, 

changing diapers, helping children with homework, and scheduling doctor’s 

appointments – fall by the wayside.  
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While most of the American mothers in my sample could not routinely rely on 

their husbands’ help, seven of the 32 described greatly reduced work-family conflict 

because their partners participated in childrearing and housework. I noticed this trend in 

families in which: husbands’ jobs were more flexible than their wives’ (Robin); when 

both parents identified as feminists and/or actively worked to have an egalitarian 

relationship (Kelsey, Layla, Talia, and Rachel, who was married to a woman); when the 

mother worked and the father was a stay-at-home dad (Lauren); or when the father was 

from a country where it was normal for fathers to be equally involved at home, as was the 

case for Ruth’s Swedish husband. As in Sweden (see Chapter 2) it often took substantial 

effort to try to achieve equality at home, but in the U.S. this planning tended to fall to 

mothers even in the most equal households. 

 

 

Weak Public Safety Net 

American mothers experienced a weak public safety net – defined as a collection 

of services provided by the state that gives citizens social supports to prevent hardship 

and improve quality of life. Some of the frustrations I heard from mothers in D.C. were 

particular to large metropolitan cities: for instance, women often had long commuting 

times and the cost of living is higher than elsewhere in the country. But the majority of 

my respondents’ frustrations stemmed from issues common to all American working 

families.  

In this section, I detail women’s experiences with (1) having little or no maternity 

leave; (2) their difficulties breastfeeding and pumping breastmilk at work; 3) their 

partners having little or no paternity leave; (4) the stress of inflexible work schedules and 
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shortage of part-time or telecommuting options; (5) finding safe, affordable, quality 

childcare; and (6) the stress of having few or no paid sick or vacation days.  

 

Maternity Leave 

U.S. mothers wove together sick days, vacation days, short-term disability leave, 

unpaid time off, and for some, paid time off, in order to leave work after their children 

were born. Most mothers in my sample took between six weeks and four months off 

work, depending on what they were allowed and could afford. One mother quit and took 

ten months off because her children were gravely ill. Several took a few days off before 

returning to work. 

A few respondents who could afford it quit work altogether because they had no 

access to maternity leave, finding a new job when they were ready to return several 

months to a year later. Several lower-income mothers also quit their jobs when they had 

children because they had no leave and no childcare solution. The key difference is that 

these less advantaged women had little savings and greater difficulty finding work again.  

A number of mothers “hoarded” their vacation and sick days (which varied 

between five and fifteen days a year) for several years knowing that they would get no 

paid maternity leave when they decided to have children. Women who worked part-time, 

in a temporary position, or as a freelancer or entrepreneur received no paid vacation or 

sick days, so saving these days was not an option. Some mothers went into the red, 

borrowing from their future paid days off in order to stay home with their infants. 

Chelsea, the sales manager who felt she lived in “the swirl,” will need to work for two 

full weeks, 80 hours, to get back to zero on her paid time off this year. This tactic is out of 
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the question for the majority of American workers who lack the job security and 

occupational prestige to take this additional time. 

When discussing their short maternity leave and having young children, U.S. 

respondents talked constantly about sleep. Women said things like, “I was kind of like a 

zombie,” “I was in hell for three months,” “I didn’t sleep for five years,” and, “It was 

exhausting. I remember getting home [from work] and just falling asleep.” The European 

mothers I talked to also described being tired when their children were infants. But their 

exhaustion occurred while they were on paid leave. Unlike Americans, European mothers 

reported overcoming their most acute exhaustion before returning to work. 

My respondents told me they felt drained and tired, sad to have missed key 

milestones with their children, punished at work, unable to take paid vacation or sick 

days, and for some, forced to quit their jobs. Lack of universal paid maternity leave also 

intensifies class inequalities between lower- and higher-wage working mothers. Highly 

educated women working in prestigious jobs are granted accommodations more often 

than those with lower education working in less prestigious jobs. Without these supports, 

lower-income mothers are forced to leave work. This churning and employee turnover at 

the bottom of the low-wage labor market is a central feature of the neoliberal welfare 

state (Collins and Mayer 2010).  

 

Breastfeeding and Pumping at Work 

I spent an enormous portion of my interviews talking about mothers’ difficulties 

breastfeeding and pumping at work. Section 7 of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) 

requires employers to provide “reasonable break time for an employee to express breast 

milk for her nursing child for 1 year after the child’s birth each time such employee has 
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need to express the milk.” Employers are also required to provide “a place, other than a 

bathroom, that is shielded from view and free from intrusion from coworkers and the 

public, which may be used by an employee to express breast milk.”  

My respondents reported wanting to breastfeed for a few months up to a year, but 

most returned to work one to four months after giving birth. Pumping at work was largely 

a non-issue for the European mothers I interviewed, who had between five months and 

three years off work through their leave systems. My European respondents hardly ever 

mentioned pumping breast milk because they weaned their children while on leave before 

returning to work.  

Breastfeeding was emotionally fraught for U.S. mothers. Some women cried 

when talking about it. The intensity and moral weight with which they discussed their 

own decisions makes sense because the practice of breastfeeding is connected to 

gendered ideals of good mothering (Wall 2001). A dominant discourse suggests that 

breastfeeding equals good mothering, and formula feeding or stopping early equals bad 

mothering. Sometimes women espoused these views themselves, while others disagreed 

with this discourse. 

Mothers faced great stress about pumping at work, such as when, where, and how 

often to pump, and around whom. Participants with access to a designated lactation room 

at work that was designed for this purpose were effusive in their gratitude for it as it 

greatly eased their work-family conflict. Mothers considered these lactation room a 

“luxury.” Mackenzie, who worked at an international financial institution where I 

interviewed her, told me:  

It’s beautiful. I can take you down there. It’s really nice. It’s a separate room with 

a lock key entry. … It has lockers, it has I think four individual rooms with 

curtains, and each of them has a commercial-grade pump in it—those are the ones 
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where you can share safely. … It has a fridge and a microwave and a sink. It’s a 

good situation. … They [the company] make it as easy as it could possibly be. … 

You hear a lot of people down there on their computers or their phones… 

Mackenzie gave me a tour of the lactation room (Illustrations 25 and 26). That is 

Mackenzie’s hand in the photo, showing me how women employees get their own fridge 

to keep their breast milk in that’s separate from where the rest of the employees kept their 

bagged lunches.  

Just to reiterate, the supports Mackenzie was so grateful for were: a room, with a 

curtain, with a pump that’s safe to share, and a fridge in which to keep her breast milk. 

This to me is further evidence of the very low expectations of U.S. mothers. Yet this is 

much more than the vast majority of American mothers receive at work; the law 

stipulates only that a space and “reasonable time” be provided for pumping breast milk.  

 

   

Illustration 25. The lactation space. 

Illustration 26. The fridge for breastmilk. 
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Even for the most privileged participants, pumping at work often proved difficult. 

Using the lactation room could be so inconvenient and time-intensive that women opt for 

different solutions (like the Freemie). Sometimes the place provided made mothers feel 

uncomfortable, or was unsanitary and inadequate – such as a broom closet, storage room, 

handicapped bathroom stall, rooms with windows, or their cars. Under these 

circumstances, mothers usually stopped breastfeeding earlier than intended.  

 Respondents also had uncomfortable experiences with male colleagues and 

supervisors who didn’t understand exactly what pumping breastmilk entailed. Men’s lack 

of knowledge required additional emotional labor (Hochschild 1989) when women found 

themselves in the awkward position of having to maintain a professional persona while 

explaining pumping to men, or to insist that they not enter their office while they were 

pumping. The mothers I interviewed were embarrassed at the prospect of colleagues and 

employers seeing them breastfeed.  

 Some bosses refused to provide privacy for breastfeeding mothers, sometimes 

with disastrous consequences. Robin, who works at a federal prison, was denied a request 

to install a lock on her office door (a converted prison cell), and decided to pump 

anyway. After an inmate walked in on her, a lock was installed. 

 Mothers’ desire to pump in a clean space and unwillingness to pump in restrooms 

sometimes damaged their standing at work. Gloria, a Hispanic sales director, told her 

boss she was unable to travel around the country while breastfeeding. So she had to give 

away her accounts to other colleagues and build back up a client base from scratch. 

Breastfeeding in the U.S. clashes with contemporary employment practices, the 

architecture of many American workplaces, and the lack of paid maternity leave. The 

difficulties respondents experienced trying to pump at work highlight how gender 

inequality is built into the structure of work organizations (Acker 1990; Williams, Muller, 
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and Kilanski 2012). The time-consuming hassle of pumping on the job underscores 

another reason why employers implicitly prefer male workers. Modern careers are not 

organized to be conducive to motherhood. 

 

 

Paternity Leave 

For the 24 respondents partnered with men (one participant was married to a 

woman), most of their partners took only a few days or a week off work after their 

children were born. These fathers all worked full-time. None took official paternity leave; 

mothers said it wasn’t offered at any of their workplaces. Others took two or three weeks 

off, using sick days and vacation days. The longest were Kelsey’s and Janet’s husbands, 

who took six weeks and twelve weeks off respectively. This meant that mothers were 

usually home alone with their infants within days of childbirth. 

Survey data from the U.S. Department of Labor (2015) find that 9 in 10 fathers 

take some time off work for the birth or adoption of a child, but take very short leaves. 

Seventy percent take 10 days or less. Only 13 percent of men who took leave received 

pay, compared with 21 percent for mothers. 

I talked remarkably little during my interviews with American mothers about 

fathers’ leave. Here is a typical conversation on the topic: 

Caity:  Did your husband take any time off work when both the kids were born? 

Gail:   [pause] I don’t think so. Maybe a week. 

Caity:  But no official paid paternity leave? 

Gail:  No, I think he probably took a week or half-days or something. When my 

daughter was born, we had asked my mom to come help out for a bit, so she 

was here. 



 260 

Caity:  So he might have taken off work a bit for a week or so, and then he went back 

to his full-time schedule? 

Gail:  Mm-hmm. 

I heard these brief responses often from American and Italian mothers. My sense is that 

paternity leave was more or less a foreign concept to U.S. mothers – not in the sense that 

they had never heard of it, but more like it simply didn’t register on their radar as a 

possibility for their families, as it did with mothers in former East Germany and 

especially Sweden, where it was an expectation.  

 Mothers seem to have internalized a gendered version of the neoliberal discourse 

of personal responsibility – not that families are responsible for their own wellbeing, but 

mothers are responsible for their families’ wellbeing. When I asked what sorts of policies 

could help support them better, two of the 32 mothers mentioned that paid paternity leave 

would help reduce their work-family conflict and enhance equality with their partners. 

Michelle wished her husband could take a year off work to fully experience the labor 

involved in caring for their two young children, which she did alone. Talia thought that a 

“longer” paternity leave of eight weeks would give fathers the practical incentive to learn 

parenting skills that they wouldn’t bother to learn if they were home for only two weeks. 

She saw leave as a tool to motivate fathers to participate in the care of their children, 

which would ease mothers’ burdens.  

 

Difficulties with Childcare 

All my American respondents reported great difficulty in finding safe, affordable, 

high-quality care for their children. We spent the most time discussing childcare of any 

topic during my U.S. interviews. Those who found safe, high-quality care used the 
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discourse of luck for securing this care. No mothers found what I would call affordable 

care; all discussed the expense of childcare costs at length. Some reported that it used up 

to 2/3 of their income, costing tens of thousands of dollars a year for one child. It was 

even more expensive when mothers had two or three children. In contrast, the maximum 

yearly cost for a child in Sweden is $1,775, with successively lower costs for additional 

children. Italians pay a maximum of 18% of the costs for children ages 0-3 to attend 

public daycare, and it is free for those ages 3-6. Germans pay a maximum of eight 

percent of their net income, and in Sweden, three percent (www.oecd.org). 

Ideals of “good motherhood” were embedded in mothers’ discussions of childcare 

in all the countries where I conducted research, but American mothers’ comments belied 

an anxiety that was lacking for Europeans. In Europe, mothers were concerned with the 

affordability and quality of childcare, and we also spent substantial time on this topic. But 

in Germany, Sweden, and Italy public daycare is provided by municipalities and is both 

heavily subsidized and regulated. They also have national standards for caregivers and 

facilities that the U.S. lacks, which meant that they didn’t worry about their children’s 

physical safety while at daycare – something that greatly concerned American mothers.  

For mothers who could afford it, paying for expensive, high-quality childcare 

helped assure them that their child didn’t suffer for their decision to work. This 

expenditure assuaged mothers’ sense of guilt to a degree (though none seemed free of it), 

and thereby lessened one source of their work-family conflict. Many mothers described 

knowing that their daycares were of questionable quality, but they couldn’t afford 

different solutions. 

 Illustration 27 depicts a common sight in downtown Washington D.C. – 

caregivers out on a walk with a group of toddlers on a street lined with skyscrapers, 

where these children’s parents likely work. I stood across the street watching this group 
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wander by, as the white man in the third floor window looked down from above. I 

wondered to myself whether this man was a father, and if so, where his children were 

while he worked. 

 

 

Illustration 27. A group of toddlers out for a chilly morning walk with their caregivers. 

  U.S. mothers also seemed distressed because no one daycare solution was reliable 

– all were temporary arrangements and could shift without warning. A daycare center 

could close, a babysitter could start school or move away, relatives who agreed to help 

could suddenly fall ill themselves. Even when women secured space in facilities that they 

liked and trusted, the inflexible opening and closing hours were a major source of stress. 

Some charged up to $10 a minute for late pick-ups. Respondents’ childcare experiences 

and solutions varied widely depending on their social class. The lack of universal 

childcare fuels class inequalities for children (Lichter 1997). 

 Without a universal childcare system, these difficulties are inevitable. Families – 

primarily women – find individual market solutions for their children’s daycare needs, 

which vary greatly in their levels of safety, cost, and convenience. Mothers who had the 
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most financial resources available to dedicate to childcare tended to be the happiest with 

the solutions they found. All interviewees expressed profound stress and frustration about 

their difficulties finding childcare, but only a few mentioned socializing daycare as a 

policy solution that could help them.  

 

Flexible Schedules, Reduced Working Hours, or Telecommuting  

Many U.S. mothers told me they would be thrilled to have a flexible schedule, to 

telecommute every once in a while, or to work fewer hours a week. However, my 

respondents said this flexibility wasn’t an option. The rigidity of work schedules and long 

hours caused a great deal of work-family conflict. In comparison, for instance, Swedish 

parents have the legal right to reduce their normal working hours by up to 25 percent 

until their child turns eight.  

Those who were permitted to show up later, leave earlier, or work from home 

invoked the gratitude discourse when describing this benefit. Imani explained, 

What’s really been awesome is, my boss has been super-flexible… It’s a 

privilege, not a given. It’s very informal, and I try really hard to respect that 

privilege, because I don’t want to lose it, because I’m the one with that flexibility 

and I’d like to be able to use it if I absolutely need it. … I like to bring myself in 

to work. I like being where I’m supposed to be. But as far as property 

management, it kind of goes against the industry.  

Imani recognized how unusual it was for her to receive flexibility in her field, and she 

was effusive in her appreciation. 

 Some mothers with these benefits stayed at their companies even if they could 

find higher-paying or more enjoyable jobs elsewhere because they were so central to 
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improving their work-family balance. Others were stigmatized for using these flexible 

policies at work. Overall, mothers tended to feel that the structure and culture of 

overwork in the United States was inexorable. Instead, they felt it was up to them to adapt 

their own behaviors to solve their work-family conflict. 

 

Sick Days and Vacation Days 

Some mothers had access to paid sick and vacation days, while others who 

worked as temps, freelancers, or part-time employees did not receive any paid days off 

work. I discussed earlier that women often used up their paid sick and vacation days in 

order to take maternity leave, so they could not take paid time off for up to several years 

after returning to work. Mothers talked frequently during interviews about their PTO 

(Paid Time Off), describing how they would forego time off during certain parts of the 

year and work overtime in order to have enough days saved up to take a week-long 

vacation with their families, or to stay at home during the workdays between Christmas 

and New Year’s.  

The U.S. is the only economically developed country in the world that doesn’t 

guarantee workers paid vacation or paid holidays. The availability of paid days off is 

distributed unevenly amongst workers: only half of low-wage workers (the bottom 

quartile of earners) receive any paid vacation, compared to 90 percent of high-wage 

workers (the top quartile of earners) (Ray, Sanes, and Schmitt 2013). The average worker 

in the private sector receives 10 days a year. In comparison, Swedes receive a minimum 

of 25 days of paid vacation, Germans receive 20 (with 10 additional paid holidays), and 

Italians receive 20 (with 11 additional paid holidays). 
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U.S. mothers often went to work sick themselves, or sent their children to school 

sick because they ran out of paid sick days, or they couldn’t afford to or weren’t allowed 

to take an unpaid day off, risking penalties or job loss if they did. We spent a lot of time 

during interviews talking about the catastrophe of a sick child for mothers at work. 

Mothers’ carefully laid plans for childcare, commuting time, and work schedules 

unraveled when children fell ill. 

The U.S. is also the only OECD country without guaranteed paid sick days, 

although several states and cities have legislation that allows eligible workers to use 

temporary disability benefits for illnesses longer than seven days. U.S. labor law doesn’t 

require employers to provide short-term paid sick days or longer-term paid sick leave, 

and it does not protect all workers from being fired if they miss work as a result of illness 

(Heymann et al. 2009). A few mothers suggested more paid vacation or sick days when I 

asked what could be changed to reduce their work-family conflict, but each one followed 

this statement with a laugh. This seems to be more evidence that American mothers 

usually think of workplace policies as unchallengeable.  

The American mothers I interviewed generally seemed frazzled, tired, and 

overwhelmed with stress. They stood apart from all of my European respondents. I 

suggest that the sources of work-family conflict I’ve detailed in this chapter explain this 

difference. Although working mothers in Europe also faced hegemonic norms and 

ideologies about employment and parenting that caused them to feel stress and guilt, they 

had more material sources of work-family support than did American mothers, even if 

they varied in usefulness and were sometimes far from perfect (as in Italy). I suggest that 

it is this confluence of both normative and material sources of work-family conflict that 

makes American mothers’ difficulties particularly acute. 
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The next section details the solutions U.S. respondents employed to try and 

resolve their acute work-family conflict. These solutions all align with the neoliberal 

logic that childrearing is a private responsibility – mothers’ responses involved personal 

changes to solve their distress. 

 

MOTHERS’ RESPONSES TO WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT 

 

Changing Their Work Life 

Mothers tried to change their work lives in order to minimize their work-family 

conflict. Some of my respondents “leaned out,” found part-time work, or switched jobs. 

Seven American mothers referenced Sheryl Sandberg’s (2013) now-famous book 

Lean In during our conversations. This book argues that women don’t achieve career 

success in part because they unintentionally hold themselves back at work. Sandberg 

suggests that women should “lean in” and “sit at the table,” seek challenges, take risks, 

and pursue their goals in order to find professional achievement and personal fulfillment. 

Some felt this book spoke to them profoundly while others were more skeptical (one 

called it “total crap”). Some women adopted the term into their lexicon and used it to 

explain their own work-family decisions. Chelsea said she felt like she was currently 

“leaning out” at work. She has a prestigious position in sales management, but turned 

down the same major promotion (to a C-suite position) twice because it required 

substantial travel and less flexibility. The promotion was attractive, but Chelsea declined 

it. She said: 

I can't do that. I just can't do that right now. My husband thought I was a little 

crazy for passing on it because he's like, “If the CEO wants you to work for 
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him…” I was like, I just – I can't do it. I'm going to stick with my current job 

because I have the flexibility that I need. 

Chelsea is primarily responsible for their household and children, and felt this promotion 

was incompatible with this responsibility. So while Chelsea didn’t “lean out” entirely by 

quitting work, especially since she secured the flexible schedule she wanted, she declined 

opportunities to “lean in” further: “I need to be leaning more to the family side right now 

and just maintaining the work side. I can't lean into the work…” 

Mothers also discussed the need to “lean out” at certain points over their career 

trajectory in order to accommodate their families. Gloria, the advertising sales director 

who had to explain pumping to her boss and had to give away her clients during 

maternity leave, used this approach herself: “You have to pick when you lean in and 

when to lean back.” Gloria chose to lean back from work during her thirties in order to 

make sure she could have children and spend time with them once she did – she now has 

a three- and five-year-old and works 37.5 hours a week. She planned to lean back in and 

work longer hours when her children were a few years older and relied on her less. 

Chelsea’s and Gloria’s explanations for leaning out are rooted in the American 

discourse about good mothering: they couldn’t dedicate themselves fully to work while 

their children were small. For mothers who leaned out, some criticized those who 

remained “all in” at work, suggesting that their children suffered. Gloria criticized 

mothers who worked long hours like lawyers. She positioned herself as someone who 

made sacrifices like foregoing law school in order to be available to pick up her own 

children from daycare, conforming to intensive mothering ideals. Leaning out is a 

gendered tactic mothers used to reduce their own work-family conflict and affirm to 

themselves that they were good mothers. 
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 I mentioned earlier in this chapter that part-time work was hard to come by for my 

respondents, though many wanted it. Only three mothers worked part-time schedules, but 

they told me their reduced hours were central to greater work-family balance. Layla was 

fired while pregnant, settled a discrimination lawsuit out of court, and decided to work 

for herself as a political consultant in order to have a part-time schedule. The other two 

mothers did not work in elite occupations: Jill is a third grade teacher and Ashley is a 

secretary. These three mothers told me they felt lucky and grateful to work part-time. 

However, their part-time jobs offered limited benefits, unlike in Germany (see Chapters 3 

and 4).  

In her study of elite women in the finance industry, Mary Blair-Loy (2003:184) 

describes the women who managed to secure part-time schedules as mavericks “trying to 

imaginatively redefine what is possible.” None of the women I interviewed working in 

elite occupations were able to negotiate a part-time schedule. Perhaps the resources 

necessary to secure reduced hours at work are more available to the high-income women 

Blair-Loy interviewed, and are less available to the largely middle-income women I 

interviewed in this study. 

Two mothers negotiated for part-time schedules temporarily when transitioning 

back from maternity leave before returning to full-time work, and described it as “the 

best of both worlds” (Webber and Williams 2008). Talia reflected, “While I was working 

part-time I just kept saying, ‘This is the life.’ I wish we could all work part-time. It's such 

a more humane approach to work life, period. Not just for parents. I think we are all 

really overworked.” Allie did the same, especially because one of her twins had health 

problems; she said she would advise women to try out part-time work if they could after 

becoming mothers. Allie suggested this strategy helped keep her foot in the door and 

allowed her to maintain a professional identity that gave her validation and satisfaction. 
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Especially in the United States where the maternity leave available tends to be quite 

short, both Talia and Allie found it helpful to work part-time for a period after 

transitioning back. The mothers who worked part-time explained their decisions similarly 

to the German mothers I interviewed, who seemed better able to conform to their 

country’s ideal of a good mother with a part-time schedule (see Chapters 3 and 4). 

Many of my respondents changed jobs in order to gain access to work-family 

benefits, or stayed in jobs they might otherwise leave because they needed the policies 

available there. Sometimes women traded some benefits for others when they changed 

jobs: usually less pay but more flexibility. Unsurprisingly, the mothers working in the 

most prestigious jobs in my sample tended to have the most work-family policies 

available to them – either because they chose their jobs for this reason, or changed jobs in 

order to gain access to these supports. Changing jobs to secure better policies seemed to 

eliminate some but not all of mothers’ work-family conflict, suggesting that policies 

alone are not a panacea for working mothers’ struggles. Many less privileged American 

mothers don’t have the option to switch companies to secure better work-family benefits. 

 

Creating Their Own Private Safety Net 

Given the lack of a public safety net available to mothers on a national level 

through work-family policy supports, I observed my U.S. respondents creating their own 

private safety nets to reduce their daily stresses (Edin and Lein 1997). These emotional, 

financial, and practical safety nets helped catch mothers when they stumbled – whether 

they fell ill, lost a job, felt alone, needed someone to pick up a sick child from daycare 

when they couldn’t leave work, or unexpectedly found themselves single parents.  

Mothers spoke often about their desire to be in touch with relatives, friends, and 

other working mothers to lessen the feelings of isolation they sometimes felt. The five 
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single mothers I interviewed, in particular, felt lonely and overwhelmed. Four of the five 

were racial/ethnic minorities and relied heavily on family members and friends to support 

them day-to-day. The other single mother, Mary, was white and much higher-income, 

and she also relied on her parents to help with her twins. She also joined a “single 

mothers by choice” group. “Choice moms” are single women who decide to have 

children through adoption or conception using donor sperm. This term is a racialized 

discourse that mothers like Mary use to distance themselves from the stereotypical black 

single mother. 

Several respondents told me they started a working mothers’ support group in 

their neighborhood or workplace. Natalia started a group called the Mommy Mafia that 

grew to 200 members. She said mothers gained comfort by talking openly about sensitive 

and often painful parenting topics like trying to have another child. They also discussed 

parenting approaches and ways to reduce work-family conflict. These conversations 

seemed to make participants feel more informed about their own decisions, and therefore, 

better mothers.  

Susan was the only woman, only mother, and only person of color in her high 

rank at work. She decided to start a support group in her office after spending years 

researching the available policies and managing her work-family conflict alone. She said 

she learned the hard way that going it alone was impossible:  

You should have some kind of support network there. This is why I started that 

group. Find the other working moms… Sometimes I look back now and I’m not 

really sure how I didn’t totally break down sometimes. … It became a mission for 

me, and it has been ever since then… 

Susan argued that no one could understand the plight of working moms unless they were 

one – not even working dads. She was the youngest senior staff member by at least 25 
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years, and started informally meeting with other mothers to “have lunch and support each 

other.” The support group was such a success that her workplace formalized it.  

Mothers also felt responsible for creating a financial safety net to keep their 

families safe. Marianne Cooper (2014) found that “against the backdrop of rising 

economic insecurity and rolled-up safety nets,” American families across the 

socioeconomic spectrum feel anxious about finances. I found this to be true for the 

mothers I interviewed as well. My respondents seemed to be the “designated worriers” 

about their families’ financial security (Cooper 2014) – another aspect of the uneven 

division of household labor described earlier.  

American mothers talked about money far more often than my European 

respondents. They worried about the high cost of childcare and health insurance, and the 

more advantaged women told me they worried about saving for retirement and their 

children’s college. While some European mothers also complained about the cost of 

childcare and healthcare, these were heavily subsidized in Germany, Sweden, and Italy, 

and college is free or low-cost. Single mothers in all field sites mentioned financial 

worries most often. But the government provides a financial safety net for citizens and 

single mothers in Europe that is unavailable in the U.S. Many American mothers reported 

that their employment decisions were tied to achieving financial security. They explained 

that they had in their mind a certain level of financial security that was necessary to 

provide a “good childhood.” 

Mothers who were better off financially outsourced some of their childcare and 

housework to help ease their workload – some of whom were immigrants and/or 

racial/ethnic minority women. Italian mothers also relied on outsourcing care and 

cleaning. But unlike my Italian respondents, American mothers were effusive in their 

gratitude for this help. Michelle, a white mother of two who worked remotely as an 
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engineer, employed an African American nanny who I met when I showed up for our 

interview. After inviting me inside her home, Michelle waved me to follow her into the 

kitchen where the young woman was finishing zipping up the two-year-old’s coat, while 

talking softly to the six-month old girl waiting in a baby carrier by her feet. Michelle 

introduced me to the nanny and we shook hands, and Michelle said they were just leaving 

for the park. She explained that the nanny was a student, and that I was also a student 

who wanted to learn about her work-family balance. She smiled at the other woman, 

laughing and saying she was their family’s “lifesaver.” Michelle thanked her and 

confirmed when they would be returning, and then the nanny ushered the two children 

out the door. This experience contrasted sharply to those I had in Italy, where mothers 

didn’t acknowledge the presence of domestic workers, or introduce me to them. Michelle 

seemed eager to show the nanny and me how much she appreciated and valued her caring 

labor. Because U.S. culture prides itself on a model of equality regardless of race, gender, 

or class, she may have been uncomfortable with the display of privilege and unequal race 

and class dynamics in this relationship, and was eager to compensate by performing 

gratitude that the Italian mothers felt no need for.  

Several mothers told me they worked hard to squeeze the cost of domestic 

workers into their budgets. They explained that they were making a financial sacrifice for 

greatly reduced stress. Mothers who employed domestic workers explained to me –  with 

wide eyes and raised shoulders and shaking their heads – that they literally didn’t know 

how they would manage to keep their household functioning without this help. American 

mothers paid childcare facilities, nannies, and housekeepers to try and resolve their work-

family conflict. As I mentioned earlier, my relatively privileged respondents’ ability to 

work outside the home relied on the caring labor of much lower-paid women workers 

(Collins and Mayer 2010). 
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Changing Their Perspective/Approach to Work-Family Balance 

 Mothers also tried to resolve their work-family conflict by changing their own 

outlook or approach to juggling their work and family responsibilities. This solution 

implies that the source of mothers’ work-family conflict is not the structure of the 

workplace, oppressive cultural norms, or gender inequality, but mothers themselves. I 

observed three tactics respondents used to shift their own perspective. 

First, mothers tried to educate themselves to learn more about parenting and 

work-family conflict. U.S. mothers often felt that they hadn’t yet adopted the right 

parenting approach, weren’t spending enough or the right kind of time with their 

children, or weren’t knowledgeable enough about their needs. As a result, American 

mothers often consulted books, articles, Facebook and blog posts, podcasts, and classes 

about parenting and work-family conflict to try and resolve this dilemma. Although 

European mothers mentioned these resources occasionally, American mothers talked 

about them more often and in greater detail. They seemed to spend a fair amount of time 

reading about, listening to, and attending classes on these topics.  

Middle- and upper-class American mothers often turn to expert advice to inform 

their childrearing decisions (Hays 1996; Lareau 2003; Martin 2005). But this expert 

advice is fraught. Avishai (2007) argues that complying with these mothering standards 

requires immense time, energy, and self-discipline. Doing motherhood right for my 

respondents meant performing a professionalized version of motherhood that involved 

continual research – work that their partners didn’t do. I asked U.S. respondents how they 

defined good mothering, and on several occasions they replied by saying, “I read this 

really interesting article about this,” and then explained the article’s take on good 
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parenting without giving me their personal definition, as if the article’s explanation stood 

in for theirs. 

 For Makayla and her husband, their impatience and exhaustion with their three-

year-old’s stubbornness led them to sign up for a “parenting boot camp” at their friend’s 

recommendation. This class reminded them that their son was “no different from any 

other kid,” affirming that nothing was wrong with him and that they simply needed to 

refine their approach. Makayla’s voice changed when she started discussing their new 

approach to disciplining her son, almost as if she had memorized a pamphlet from the 

course on this topic and was repeating it to me when I asked her what it meant to be a 

good mother.  

Enrolling in courses and reading books about parenting made mothers feel that 

they were actively working to fulfill their duties and improve their abilities as mothers, 

which they felt alleviated their stress and helped their children. Avishai (2007:136) calls 

this invisible labor a “contemporary mothering project… a burden of mothering in late 

capitalist America.” This is one more way mothers take responsibility for solving their 

work-family conflict by themselves. 

Second, American mothers talked constantly about their efforts to improve their 

efficiency and organization as a way to reduce stress. Mary, the attorney and single 

mother of twins said: “I’m very grateful, even if I occasionally get stressed out. But it’s 

such an inefficient state of being to be stressed out. … It’s usually something that can be 

resolved with a little bit of extra work. It’s not an unsolvable problem.” Mary implied 

that any stress she had was her own problem that she could choose to resolve if she 

applied herself harder. 
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Mothers explained that they were continually refining a system for managing 

what felt like a hectic, packed schedule. Imani, the mother with the four-hour daily 

commute, reflected with exasperation, 

One of my goals for this year, hello?! [Throws her hands up in frustration] 10 

years later, almost 11, is to try to get to a place where we can organize and come 

up with a little bit of a better system. … I think we could stop flying by the seat of 

our pants. That’s what I feel like our life has been like. … Very hectic. … I wish I 

could tell you that I cooked all the meals on Sunday, and on Monday and Tuesday 

we had this and that. That’s also a very idealist way I would love to live, but on 

Saturday and Sunday I’m exhausted. And not to mention, my son has sports, and 

my daughter’s getting ready to have activities. That’s going to blow our world up. 

We have to have a schedule of some sort. … We decided that for spring break we 

wouldn’t go anywhere this year, and that we would focus on trying to get our 

house in a functional, organized manner so that we can have a slightly better life.  

Imani expressed a common refrain: if she could create a good schedule, or reorganize her 

house, or plan out their weekly meals, or reduce her commute, or carve out an extra hour 

in her day, her life would feel less chaotic. I heard some iteration of this thinking from 

every American mother I interviewed – whether they worked full-time or part-time, 

whether they had an understanding boss or not, whether they worked from home or had a 

long commute. Mothers held high standards for what they felt they should be able to 

accomplish in a given day or week: many felt that meals should be planned out and that 

children should participate in several after-school activities, for example. Regardless of 

their circumstances, all the mothers I interviewed seemed to think that one key to their 

work-life balance was in working harder to squeeze more time out of their days. 



 276 

U.S. respondents had the sense that good mothers were hyper-organized, and yet 

no one in my sample felt they met this high standard. Makayla explained, 

Figuring out a way to do better planning for yourself, not only time for you to 

have for yourself, but also, I don’t do as good of a job as I know that I should in 

terms of planning out meals, planning out trips to go shopping. Organization is 

gonna be your best friend. … Organizing for you so that you’re not constantly—

you’re never catching up, you’re always busy. … I feel like I’m constantly busy. 

My field notes from my time in Washington D.C. are full of references to time: Stressed. 

Busy. Exhausted. Rushed. Out of time. American mothers talked obsessively about time 

– not enough time, how to get more time, how to carve out time, how to squeeze in time. 

In a field note from D.C. I wrote: “these are extremely capable, hard-working women, 

and they can’t make it work. It’s too much. These are superheroes barely staying afloat.” 

Mothers’ explanations of their approaches to balancing their work and family 

commitments made me feel physically anxious while listening to them. I got the sense 

that one small and unexpected change to their schedules (a nanny arriving 10 minutes 

late, a traffic jam on the way to work, etc.) would cause their carefully laid plans to 

crumble and throw their day into chaos.  

One way mothers increased their efficiency was to find technological solutions to 

the tasks that ate up their time. European mothers rarely mentioned technology, though 

some did. I discussed Samantha’s discovery of the Freemie in the introduction to this 

chapter. Wealthier mothers used grocery delivery services, online shopping, housekeeper 

and babysitter finding services, smart-phone apps, and shared calendars to manage their 

family’s complex schedules and to-do lists. Chelsea breastfed her son during our 

interview on her living room couch with one arm and showed me an app on her phone 

with the other hand that tracked her son’s breastfeeding schedule. U.S. mothers often 
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answered calls, emails, and texts during our interviews, or stopped to open an app and 

type something into their phones before they forgot it. 

The third way mothers tried to resolve their work-family conflict was to redefine 

what it meant to succeed, which often entailed lowering their expectations for 

themselves, their careers, and their family lives. Chelsea said she felt much less stressed 

once she decided she could accept doing an A or B job rather than an A+ job at work. 

Ashley, one of the few mothers who sought out part-time work as a secretary, explained: 

They talk about mommy track-type jobs. I think in a way, that’s not a bad thing. 

You can’t do it all, at least that first year or two. … Working and mothering were 

first, and everything else just went way down. I think in some ways cutting back 

your hours, cutting back your ambitions temporarily is not such a bad thing… The 

only way you can have it all, something’s got to give somewhere.  

Ashley thought she couldn’t work full-time and still be the sort of mother she wanted, so 

she switched jobs and justified to herself that the mommy track is “not a bad thing” 

because “you can’t do it all.” She said: “This sounds so small-minded, but I think you 

have to scale back your ideas of what success means.” But Ashley expressed some 

ambivalence about this decision: 

Here in D.C., I’ve taken myself out of that circle, but there’s a large group of very 

accomplished women, and it can give you an inferiority complex if you choose. 

… You can feel like, “What have I accomplished?” And they have kids, too. … 

Making cocktail small talk sometimes can be real ego-puncturing. 

Because she had scaled back at work, Ashley sometimes felt inferior to women who had 

children and high-flying careers simultaneously. Using the logic of opting out (Stone 

2007) – “I’ve taken myself out of that circle” – Ashley toned down her own ideas of 

success in order to feel like she was still accomplished. I felt an underlying sense of 
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dissatisfaction from Ashley throughout our interview. She seemed to feel some 

uncertainty about this approach even though she had used it herself. 

 Mothers admitted feeling bad saying it aloud and even whispered to me when 

explaining their sense that elite career success was incompatible with good mothering. 

Scaling back and redefining success was their way of adhering to ideologies of intensive 

mothering. Janet, a 44-year-old white banker, achieved a great deal of success in her firm, 

but explained that it was only possible because she climbed the career ladder, then got 

married, and then adopted a child (after she couldn’t have one of her own). I asked 

whether mothers could get to the top of their careers, and she paused and whispered: 

Janet: I don’t know. Honestly, I feel guilty, and I don’t work very hard at this point. It 

takes a unique woman to be able to rise to the very top and still have a work-

life balance, where you still see your child enough. 

Caity: What are the qualities of a woman who is capable of doing that? 

Janet: I don’t know if it’s possible. … It might not exist, and it might not be someone 

I would like. And that’s mean of me to say of other women, but at some point 

you have to choose your full-force-ahead career or your family.  

Evident in Janet’s comments (and Gloria’s earlier) is the “mommy wars” discourse that 

good mothers can’t achieve elite success at work because they wouldn’t be able to see 

their children enough. In this regard, American mothers sounded like the German women 

I interviewed, yet most German women had sought out part-time work, which is much 

more widely available there than in the United States (see Chapters 3 and 4). 

Even the highly successful women I interviewed like Chelsea and Janet felt that 

scaling back was important in order to reduce their work-family conflict. The ER doctor 

Lauren confessed similarly, “You can’t expect to be perfect in everything. Something’s 

got to give. … I have lowered my expectations for both [laughs] to make it manageable 
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for myself. That doesn’t mean that I’m not feeling badly about one or the other at various 

times.” This sense of inevitable disappointment was palpable for most of my respondents. 

They felt resigned to the fact that they would never feel guilt-free about both their jobs 

and their family life at the same time. This sentiment echoed western German and Italian 

mothers’ comments, though scaling back for German mothers meant working part-time 

(detailed in Chapters 4 and 5). Both ideal worker and intensive mothering norms require 

such high levels of commitment and energy that it is logical that mothers never feel 

they’ve succeeded in both realms. Mothers always felt they had fallen short.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

After completing my interviews in Washington D.C. in winter 2015, I left 

emotionally drained. After hearing heartbreaking story after heartbreaking story, I arrived 

home feeling angry and pessimistic. I was exhausted by my respondents’ exhaustion. I 

felt drained after analyzing the interview transcripts. Witnessing a sliver of the stress 

American mothers endured in their day-to-day lives wore me down. 

My U.S. respondents felt it was their own fault that they couldn’t manage their 

feelings of guilt, stress, and work-family conflict. They created intricate webs of support 

for their families and an array of creative solutions to meet their needs, but mothers still 

felt that they were pulled to their wit’s end each day. And the mothers I spoke with were 

the ones who still worked for pay outside the home. When faced with the impossibility of 

juggling competing demands at home and work, many American mothers of all social 

classes simply quit, though with very different consequences depending on their 

socioeconomic status (Collins and Mayer 2010; Stone 2007). 
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The U.S. was the last country in which I conducted interviews, meaning that I’d 

spent the four previous summers speaking with German, Swedish, and Italian mothers 

about their work-family conflict (I spoke with mothers in Berlin a few months after my 

time in D.C.). I learned that mothers everywhere experience stress and hardship. But the 

differences in policy supports were laid bare to me in meeting women face-to-face in 

these different field sites with such drastically different options available to them to 

combine paid work with motherhood. American mothers had strikingly little in the way 

of support, but they didn’t realize it. They took personal responsibility for problems that 

European mothers recognized as having external causes. 

At the end of my interviews with European mothers, they often asked me what it 

was like in the U.S., and their jaws dropped as I began to explain the lack of policy 

provisions. Similarly, American mothers sometimes inquired when our interviews had 

finished about the policies available in Europe. I felt myself hesitating to tell them about 

Sweden’s year-long leave paid at 80% of women’s salaries, the universally available, 

full-day childcare open for all children in the former East Germany, or Italian women’s 

right to return to the same position after their paid leave. I felt bad giving women 

concrete examples of how far behind the U.S. is in supporting mothers and families – 

mostly because I thought it would only make them feel worse. But I told mothers 

anyway, and my explanations were usually met with looks of vague surprise, but mostly 

resignation. I could have been talking about policies on other planet given how little it 

seemed to impact them. 

From the perspectives of American mothers, shouldering the load for their work-

family conflict was inevitable – even if mothers in other countries had more support. Like 

Allie said, simply altering work hours “would be like turning around the Titanic.” It felt 

like an impossibility to the women I interviewed, and I understand why. They worked 
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doggedly to remedy their own struggles and felt grateful for even small amounts of help. 

In the United States, the family continues to operate as a gendered institution that 

privatizes social costs that are conceptualized in other nations as public responsibilities 

(Folbre 2001).  

The neoliberal welfare state is perpetuated through the discourse that mothers’ 

work-family conflict is both their own fault and their own problem to solve. This 

discourse of personal responsibility disguises the social and structural causes of mothers’ 

difficulties trying to work for pay while raising children. And it extracts high economic, 

emotional, and physical costs on working mothers. 
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Chapter 7.  Conclusion 

 

“It is easy in Sweden to work and have kids.” (Josefin, Sweden) 

“I wouldn’t know how to handle 40 hours. That’s no life.” (Clara, former East Germany) 

“‘You are a career whore,’ they say in Germany.” (Julia, Western Germany) 

 “Nobody helps me. It is very difficult in Italy.” (Carla, Italy) 

“We can’t figure out how to do it all at the same time.” (Samantha, United States) 

 

Working mothers around the world have vastly different experiences balancing 

work and family. Josefin, a Swedish mother, lives in the most gender-equal country in the 

world and felt very satisfied with her work-family balance. Clara, living in former East 

Germany, felt the legacy of the GDR’s socialist era and believed that it was normal for 

mothers to work outside the home, but thought part-time employment was ideal. In 

western Germany, with its long history of stay-at-home mothers, Julia experienced huge 

cultural stigma for working while her children were young, and constantly felt guilty and 

stressed as a result. An Italian mother Carla was furious at the lack of help she felt she 

received from unreliable male partners and a corrupt government. Samantha lives in the 

U.S., which has the most family-hostile public policy of any western country, and burst 

into tears during our interview, expressing that she was stretched to her wit’s end every 

day and barely keeping it together on her own.  

This dissertation highlights the everyday experiences of middle-income working 

mothers in western countries with different work-family policy supports. U.S. research 

suggests that American policy is failing, and argues that we look to Europe for alternative 

models (Blair-Loy 2003; Damaske 2011b; Gornick and Meyers 2003; Jacobs and Gerson 
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2004; Stone 2007; Williams 2000). I’ve done that, and this dissertation is the result.  

After spending five years talking to 135 working mothers in Sweden, Germany, Italy, and 

the U.S., these are my conclusions.   

 This study shows that what working mothers want and expect when it comes to 

work-family balance depends on their social context. Social policies alone do not account 

for the problems of working mothers. The larger social context, including beliefs about 

gender equality, employment, and motherhood, are all critical factors for understanding 

and resolving the conflicts experienced by working mothers.  

In Sweden, working mothers wanted full gender equality and expected to 

seamlessly combine paid work and childrearing. Mothers also expected the government 

to support them in these endeavors; and that’s precisely what the Swedish state, its work-

family policy, and the country’s cultural ideals about work and motherhood do.  

In former East Germany, mothers tended to feel very little work-family conflict 

and readily used the available policies, but few aimed for “high careers.” Those who did 

felt stigmatized for it.  

In western Germany, mothers did not expect gender equality. They wanted to 

work while raising children without being made to feel guilty for it. Western German 

respondents were frustrated by their inability to use the available work-family policies 

without being stigmatized. They badly wanted outdated cultural ideals about women’s 

roles to catch up with the times.  

Italian mothers felt substantial conflict between employment and motherhood – 

although they expected to combine both roles – and experienced pressure to live up to 

ideal worker norms.  

U.S. mothers wanted and expected to work and raise families simultaneously; but 

it didn’t occur to them that anyone might help them achieve these goals, least of all the 
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government. They felt a great deal of work-family conflict, but felt that it was their job 

alone to “manage” it. 

 
 Most satisfied                                           Least satisfied 

 

Sweden E Germany W Germany Italy U.S. 

Substantial 

work-family 

conflict? 

     

Unsupported by 

available policies? 
    

N/A  

(didn’t expect 

support) 

Stigmatized for 

taking leave? 
     

Stigmatized for 

pursuing career? 
     

Stigmatized for 

motherhood 

at work? 

 A few    

Pressured to enact 

ideal worker? 
 A few    

Pressured to enact 

ideal mother? 
     

Mostly responsible 

for household? 
     

Table 3. Mothers’ perceptions of work-family conflict. 

This dissertation also demonstrates that when mothers find that their expectations 

are not met, they blame different sources. Former East German mothers generally blamed 

career ambitions, whereas western German mothers tended to blame their culture. Italian 

mothers blamed the government, while Americans largely blamed themselves. These 

beliefs are the embodiment of hegemonic discourses about work and family that 

respondents themselves carry and express. In Sweden, the government takes an active 
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role in ensuring that both women and men are equally responsible for breadwinning and 

caregiving. In former East Germany, women are expected to work while maintaining the 

home with increasing help from their partners, while in western Germany, women are 

expected primarily to take care of the home while men supply the bulk of the family 

income. In Italy, mothers are expected to use the fragmented policies to both work 

outside the home and retain responsibility for family life. In the U.S., mothers are 

expected to “do it all” – to work for pay outside the home just like their partners, but also 

to complete the housework and childcare without the help of the government.  

I also uncovered how the solutions working mothers employ to resolve their work-

family conflict are also highly dependent on their social context. Table 4 outlines these 

tactics. Mothers in all field sites used the policies available to them, but those in western 

Germany, Italy, and the United States usually did so with the fear that their policy use 

would incur stigma at work. As a result, these respondents usually downplayed their 

family status at work as one method to reduce work-family conflict.  

Mothers in western and former East Germany tended to scale back on paid work, 

where part-time jobs are widely available (without wage penalties) and culturally 

accepted for women. A few mothers found part-time work in my Italian and U.S. 

samples, where these jobs are much rarer and usually lack benefits. Full-time work was 

the norm for my respondents in Sweden, Italy, and the U.S.  

Middle-income mothers in Italy and the United States turned to outsourcing to 

reduce their workload at home – both hired paid housekeepers and babysitters/nannies, 

while Italian mothers were the only ones in my sample who relied heavily on the help of 

grandmothers. My Italian respondents whose mothers/mothers-in-law were unavailable 

or unwilling to help care for their children reported great stress and upset. Many Italians 

relied on/combined all these outsourced forms of labor to care for their children and 
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maintain their homes. Employing domestic workers was frowned upon for mothers in 

Sweden, former East Germany, and western Germany, and the mothers in these field sites 

didn’t report turning to this solution to alleviate work-family conflict (though some had 

considered it, or used it sparingly).  

Italian mothers were also the only ones in my sample (and not all used this 

approach) to try and “work the system” by taking advantage of illness leave surrounding 

childbirth to get more time off of work. In a system universally considered corrupt, some 

mothers felt this tactic was a reasonable response.  

Although mothers in all field sites discussed having less time and more need for 

organization in their everyday lives once they became mothers, only American 

respondents talked at great length and in great detail about the panoply of organizational 

solutions they adopted to increase their efficiency. This unique solution to work-family 

conflict seems tied to my American respondents’ distinctive levels of reported exhaustion 

and stress, and also their constant discussion of time, which I didn’t hear during my 

European interviews. 

Former East German, western German, and American participants said they felt 

better when they lowered their expectations and/or redefined what it meant to be 

successful at work and as a mother. For German mothers, this went hand-in-hand with 

working part-time. American mothers usually didn’t have this option, so they tried to 

hold themselves to lower standards in their careers and around their homes. In their 

words, this meant striving for “90 to 100% at work and at home” instead of 120% in 

both. On the other hand, Swedish and Italian mothers wanted and expected to achieve 

career success while raising children. Swedish mothers felt the government facilitated 

these dual goals, while Italian mothers believed the government failed in this regard. But 

Italian mothers didn’t seem to alter their ambitions at work. 
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   Most satisfied                                        Least satisfied 

Sweden E Germany W Germany Italy U.S. 

Use available policies   
  

(w/ some fear) 
  

(w/ some fear) 
  

(w/ some fear) 

Scale back on  

paid work 
   A few A few 

Downplay family 

status at work 
     

Outsource to 

grandmothers 
     

Outsource to  

domestic workers 
     

“Work the system”      

Increase organization/ 

efficiency 
     

Redefine success/ 

lower expectations 
     

Table 4. Mothers’ solutions to work-family conflict. 

Mothers’ desires/expectations for work-family balance, and their explanations/ 

solutions for work-family conflict are confined to the gendered, raced, and classed 

repertoires available through their countries’ cultural schemas and welfare state policies. 

Mothers opted for solutions that maintained their own self-definitions as good mothers 

that didn’t attract cultural opprobrium. For instance, working part-time or hiring domestic 

workers would be considered odd solutions for my Swedish respondents, while working 

part-time was expected for Germans and employing domestic workers was commonplace 

for all the middle-income Italians and more privileged American mothers in my sample.  
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No mothers felt that gender equality had been reached in their respective 

countries. Nowhere did mothers suggest as a solution to their work-family conflict a 

women’s movement to ask more from men, employers, or the government; however, 

some mothers in Berlin and the U.S. reported turning to other mothers and joined support 

groups, which suggests that they saw a benefit to women’s collectivizing. Swedish 

respondents mentioned the strength and importance of collective bargaining and 

unionization in securing existing labor rights, but these weren’t topics of discussion in my 

other field sites. 

The mothers in all my samples are relatively privileged – the “canaries in a coal 

mine” as Pamela Stone (2007) has called them. They represent a “best case scenario” in 

terms of managing work-family conflict. The majority are highly educated and privileged 

by their race, social class, and citizenship status. Most conform to their welfare state’s 

ideal woman citizen and the cultural ideal mother. Yet conforming to these ideals came 

with varying costs for the mothers across my field sites. Swedish mothers felt their goals 

for themselves and those of their government aligned closely. Most of my former East 

German respondents worked part-time and also felt content with their work-family 

balance, but those who strived for careers and worked full-time felt stigmatized for it. 

The mothers I spoke with in western Germany, Italy, and the United States felt pulled 

between competing norms and felt a great deal of stress and work-family conflict, 

although they also largely conformed to the ideals hegemonic to their respective 

countries. Italian and American mothers were compelled to seek private solutions to their 

dilemmas as their welfare states don’t reward conformity to idealized models of mother-

workers with work-family policy supports as the other countries do. While these mothers 

felt stressed, they were getting by – sometimes just barely. But what about the individuals 

who diverge more strongly from these political and cultural ideals? Those who don’t 



 289 

conform to these parameters likely have a much harder time than most of my 

respondents. Work-family conflict is magnified by intersecting inequalities of sexism, 

racism, classism, homophobia, and xenophobia, among others.  

So where do middle-income working mothers have it “best”? The most satisfied 

women are clearly in Sweden. I left Stockholm after summer 2013 feeling optimistic 

about the prospects for working mothers and the role that cultural attitudes and work-

family policies can play in furthering a gender egalitarian society. Mothers were most 

satisfied in field sites with extensive work-family policies and cultural attitudes that 

supported the combination of parenthood and employment for women and men.  

Mothers were least satisfied in field sites where they had to rely on the market to 

alleviate work-family conflict, where men did not participate actively at home, and where 

they were given little or unreliable state support. The most stressed and overwhelmed 

mothers seemed to be in the United States. After completing my interviews in 

Washington D.C., I left feeling pessimistic; the lack of social support for working 

mothers in the U.S. takes a huge emotional toll on American women. But does this mean 

that we can import Swedish policies to the U.S.? What my study shows is that these 

policies are part of a larger cultural discourse—about parenting, work, and gender 

equality. Swedish policies work in the context of societal beliefs that childrearing is a 

collective responsibility; that both men and women can and should work for pay and care 

for their families; and that workplaces recognize and support employees’ non-work 

responsibilities and interests. These cultural beliefs are incompatible with the neoliberal 

ideology that is hegemonic in the U.S. In other words, work-family policies are 

symptomatic of larger moral and cultural understandings of what is and isn’t appropriate 

for mothers, and as such, they play a role in reproducing the existing social order. My 



 290 

study shows that mothers’ stress is not of their own making, and it can’t be of their own 

fixing.  

What insights can U.S. work-family policy scholars glean from this study? 

Although much U.S. scholarship posits work-family policy innovation as the most 

promising tool to promote work-family balance and gender equality (e.g. Albiston et al. 

2012), I suggest that realistically, the lack of consensus amongst competing political 

interests means that whatever policy innovations are achieved will likely be a 

compromise. Feminist voices are likely to compete heavily against other political 

interests that also shape the policy landscape, meaning that modest innovations are most 

plausible in an American context. The process of “‘unlearning’ old policies… and 

learning new ones” (Mahon 2006, 179), as Germany is currently undergoing, can be a 

rocky road for mothers as legal changes take time to become culturally embedded.  

Further, U.S. scholars might be especially attentive to the importance of building 

consensus and cross-party coalitions when seeking to pass new policy in order to combat 

the “tug of war” western German and Italian working mothers seemed to experience in 

light of contradictory policies and cultural attitudes. One promising example of this 

“across the aisle” consensus in the U.S. seems to be the movement for universal pre-K, 

which has gained backing from progressive, conservative, and religious groups alike, as 

well as corporate, medical, and private sector settings in recent years as the rationale in 

public discourse has shifted from women’s liberation toward a business case and the 

association of childcare with prosperity (Prentice 2009).  

My findings also point to the importance of implementing policies in “packages” 

(Gornick and Meyers 2008) for example, implementing paid parental leave alongside 

greater availability of childcare for young children – so that there is more comprehensive 

support for women's and men's work and family commitments. Finally, as other 
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researchers also suggest (Ellingsæter 2003; Misra, Budig, and Boeckmann 2011; Pfau-

Effinger 1998, 2010), it is important that scholars empirically examine a policy's 

assumptions, content, and practical implications in relation to the wider political, 

economic, and social context as family policies become increasingly diverse and 

complex.  

I presented a series of demographic charts in the introductory chapter (see Figures 

2-7) that painted a large-scale picture of working motherhood in the four countries. My 

dissertation suggests that a demographic understanding is insufficient to understand the 

impact of work-family policy on mothers’ work-family conflict cross-nationally. 

Interviewing working mothers about their daily lives has shed light on the black box of 

policy. For instance, maternal employment rates (see Figure 2) in Germany (69%) and 

the United States (65%) are quite similar, which might suggest that mothers perceive 

similar barriers and opportunities with regard to their labor market participation. My 

findings don’t support this reading: mothers in western Germany were called “raven 

mothers” and “career whores” for working outside the home while their children were 

young, while American mothers reported feeling no stigma for working – in fact, they felt 

encouraged to aim for successful, high-powered careers.  

Mothers with children younger than three years old have nearly identical rates of 

employment in Germany (52.84%), Italy (53.4%), and the U.S. (53.87%) (see Figure 2). 

But this shouldn’t be taken as a sign that mothers had the same policy supports in place 

for the care of young children, or used the same solutions for this care. The German 

government has provided maternity leave for up to three years and universal childcare 

only for those aged three or over until very recently, while Italy provides a shorter leave 

and also has universal childcare for children only over the age of three, while the U.S. has 

no paid leave or universal childcare for children of any age. Mothers used different 
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solutions for childcare: most mothers in western Germany stayed home for three years 

(although many wanted to return to work earlier), while Italian mothers outsourced this 

care to grandparents and domestic caregivers, and U.S. mothers used a substantial portion 

of their incomes to secure private childcare or hired domestic helpers.  

Italy boasts the smallest gender wage gap and the smallest wage gap between 

mothers and childless women (see Figure 6). An optimistic interpretation of these 

minimal wage penalties might be that motherhood exacts little or no stigma in the 

workplace or that women and mothers are well protected under Italian labor law, since 

being a woman or being a mother doesn’t seem to impinge upon wages. On the contrary, 

I found that Italian working mothers felt a great deal of stigma and marginalization at 

work and felt that the laws rarely protected them. They faced angry bosses, 

unsympathetic colleagues, and employers that wouldn’t allow them to use the available 

policies. Mothers felt pressured to live up to ideal worker norms and a great deal of work-

family conflict. I heard similar accounts from western German and American mothers 

(countries that have high wage penalties for motherhood), but not from respondents in 

former East Germany or Sweden (which also has a high wage penalty for motherhood). 

These qualitative findings suggest that the gender wage gap cannot be a sole proxy 

measure for gender equality cross-nationally, and should be understood as only one 

indicator of mothers’ status in the labor market. Discussions with the women who help 

constitute these numbers paints a more complex picture of the impact of work-family 

policies on working mothers than statistics alone. 

Feminist welfare state scholars as well as demographers have pointed to the social 

democratic welfare states as the most promising model for attaining gender equality. The 

case of Sweden suggests that a sense of shared social responsibility is needed to lessen 

the burdens of working mothers. This sense of shared responsibility may be tied to 
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Sweden’s cultural homogeneity – a sense U.S. women do not tend to share given the 

much more extreme inequalities of race and class in America. However, the national 

solidarity that undergirds the generous welfare provisions in Sweden has come under 

tension in the past decade as the country has struggled to contend with the rapid influx of 

refugees and the integration of racial/ethnic minorities, especially non-European 

immigrants, whose gender and family practices do not necessarily align with dominant 

cultural ideals (Orloff 2009b). These changes blur the lines demarcating who the “we” 

and “other” are in Sweden that have long undergirded Swedes’ support of extensive 

welfare state provisions. Orloff (2009b:144) writes, 

Gender and family practices have been part of what defines the “we” of the West, 

especially in contrast with the Islamic, immigrant “Other,” and yet feminists have 

commitments to developing a more inclusive feminist utopia, and policy 

institutions to support it. To say that this poses political difficulties is to put it 

mildly. 

Orloff notes that Nordic feminists are trying to amend their thinking about policy goals in 

the face of greater diversity, and there is not yet consensus about how social democratic 

welfare states can adapt to accommodate newcomers. The Swedish working mothers I 

interviewed benefited a great deal from the policy endorsement of a dual-earner/carer 

family ideal because their own families generally aligned with this model. But this is a 

narrow, homogenous understanding of the possibilities of family formations and 

women’s choices about employment and motherhood. Ida, the single Swedish mother, 

hinted at this frustration. She argued, “Everyone says, ‘It’s so good in Sweden,’ but you 

don’t have a choice.” Marie, the single German mother in Stockholm did, too, when she 

said “Please let me do whatever I want” when she picked her daughter up later than other 

parents from childcare. The expansion of choice seems central to accommodating not 
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only single mothers like Ida and Marie (it is noteworthy that both mothers critical of the 

system are single parents, and one is not Swedish), but also other immigrant mothers who 

perhaps have different goals for their work and family lives. But greater citizen “choice” 

and the demand for greater options are topics of heated conversation across welfare states 

today, as these policies have different gendered consequences – for instance, cash for 

care policies that give vouchers to stay-at-home parents tend to hamper mothers’ labor 

force participation, especially low-income and immigrant mothers (Ellingsæter 2012; 

Orloff 2009b).  

The question that arises from my research echoes Orloff’s (2009b:245): how does 

a society “maintain and broaden solidarity while accommodating diversity in all its 

guises”? The Swedish working mothers I interviewed benefited and felt supported as a 

result of this solidarity and their alignment with the socially constructed ideals of 

motherhood in Sweden. But they are not a diverse group of women. They win out in a 

social democratic welfare state with a dual-earner/carer family model. But do others lose 

at the cost of their winning?  

Some scholars say yes: welfare paradoxes (Mandel and Semyonov 2005, 2006) 

and gendered tradeoffs (Pettit and Hook 2009) persist even in social democratic 

countries. Others have found that Nordic welfare states simply redistribute happiness 

among policy-targeted demographic groups (Ono and Lee 2013). My stance follows that 

of other feminist scholars like Orloff (2009b:150): “Within the multiplicity of political 

and policy possibilities, feminists can and should argue for those that empower women, 

that give them more freedom to define their lives and to engage in the political decisions 

that define and support collective ends.”  

Policy supports need to attend to the diversity of choices mothers make with 

regard to their work and family lives. To accomplish this goal, these countries need a 
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political process that provides room for mothers’ voices to be heard and consulted in the 

policymaking and implementation processes. Mothers’ perspectives on what they want 

and need should be sought out and prioritized; what they want and need is culturally and 

politically specific. Although this study sought out one swath of mothers – relatively 

highly-educated, middle-income mothers – policymakers should solicit the voices of 

mothers across race, class, sexual orientation, marital status, and country of origin. 

In conclusion, achieving work-family balance for working mothers across western 

welfare states will require (1) cultural changes in the definition of motherhood and 

fatherhood, (2) the structural reorganization of work, and (3) a new public commitment to 

supporting all working mothers. 

 First, all mothers shared one source of stress: the pressure to live up to an 

idealized definition of motherhood. This definition varied because the expectations of a 

good mother are shaped by the cultural contexts in which mothers lived, as are the work-

family policies available to them. But all mothers had internalized the hegemonic 

discourse present in all five field sites that they had to dedicate intensive time and energy 

toward their children. The question I was left with in all the countries in which I 

conducted interviews was when respondents had any time for themselves – not as 

mothers or daughters or partners or friends, but alone for their own sake. The short 

answer in all field sites was that they usually didn’t. All respondents mentioned that this 

was the first thing to go once they became mothers, and the one area they couldn’t 

usually find time for in their schedules. Reducing the pressures for mothers to enact one 

hegemonic ideal of motherhood will require decoupling good mothering with all-

consuming time commitment, which seemed prevalent in all five of my research sites. It 

will also require expanding the understanding of who can and should care for children.  
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Further, my findings suggest that work-family policies are limited in their ability 

to help mothers achieve successful careers and contented home lives if, as my 

respondents explained, they are offered to and used disproportionately by women and not 

men. For instance, scholars have documented the reality that West Germany's policy 

goals have transformed more explicitly to stimulate changes in women's behavior, but not 

men's (Lewis et al. 2008). Echoing other work-family researchers (e.g. Gornick and 

Meyers 2003) I argue that a renewed conversation focusing on gender equality policy and 

policy instruments aimed at behavioral change on the part of men should go hand in hand 

with work-family policy debates in order to improve the social and economic climate for 

working mothers.  

Evidence from Sweden and Norway suggests that fathers have adapted their 

parenting behaviors to become more involved with the care of their children after the 

implementation of use-it-or-lose it “daddy months” that incentivize fathers to take paid 

time away from work (Duvander and Johansson 2012). Research suggests that paid 

paternity leave helps mothers: families with fathers who take more leave share chores and 

childcare more equally with mothers (Kotsadam and Finseraas 2011; Patnaik 2016). Men 

who take longer leave also report being more satisfied with parenting and are more 

engaged in the care of their children afterward (Huerta et al. 2013). They also report 

having stronger bonds with both their spouses and children (Doucet 2006; Rehel 2014; 

Seward et al. 2006). Children have better health and development outcomes when their 

fathers are more involved (Huerta et al. 2013; Nepomnyaschy and Waldfogel 2007; 

Sarkadi et al. 2008).  

 Second, workplaces will need to transform how and where work is completed, 

how productivity is assessed, and how workers are compensated and rewarded for their 

labor (Blair-Loy 2003). Disassociating men with the ideal worker and recognizing that all 
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workers have non-work interests and responsibilities that require time and attention will 

help achieve this goal (Williams 2000). However, reaching this goal without a concurrent 

transformation in our cultural understandings about gender and family will be difficult. 

For example, the Swedish and former East German mothers I interviewed readily used 

work-family policy supports like flexible schedules and reduced hours, but western 

Germany, Italian, and U.S. mothers hesitate to use these benefits for fear that they would 

damage their standing at work because fathers don’t use them. This finding highlights the 

point that policies cannot be imported to a different cultural context with the expectation 

of similar results: the cultural schemas that dictate norms about gender, parenting, and 

employment will shape mothers’ experiences with a given policy, even fueling women’s 

marginalization. 

Finally, resolving mothers’ work-family conflict will require public commitment 

in the form of monetary and policy support and cultural recognition for the value of 

mothers’ participation in the labor force and the value of caring labor (England and 

Folbre 1999a, 1999b; Glass 2000; Gornick and Meyers 2003). Until countries recognize 

that all citizens today combine wage labor with caring labor, women and mothers will 

continue to be disadvantaged, stigmatized, and stressed when trying to navigate their 

work and family responsibilities. The costs of social reproduction cannot remain private 

and feminized if we seek to reduce the conflicts borne by working mothers today. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A.  SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 
Background 

Degree Occupation 
Avg. hours 

worked/ 

week 

Avg. annual 
income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 
income 

# Age(s) 

Sweden 

Alva 32 Swedish Master's Biologist On leave $45,000  Married Researcher $65,000  2 5 mo, 5 

Ane 32 Swedish Bachelor's Fundraising 34 $60,000  Married Consultant 
No 

response 
2 2, 4 

Camilla 32 Swedish JD Lawyer On leave $55,000  Married Lawyer $75,000  2 4 mo, 4 

Elise 41 Swedish Master's Journalist 20 $25,000  Single // // 1 1 

Emma 36 Swedish Some college Secretary 35 $60,000  Married Engineer $100,000  1 2 

Hanna 27 Swedish Bachelor's 
Childcare asst., 

student 
40 $10,000  Single // // 1 6 

Helena 43 Finnish Some college Gov. coordinator 40 $65,000  Married Lecturer $75,000  2 3, 8 

Ida 44 Swedish Some college 
Business devt.,  

gov. agency 
40 $80,000  Divorced // // 2 11, 13 

Johanna 38 Finnish Bachelor's Art director 37.5 $65,000  Cohabiting Student $45,000  1 2 

Josefin 35 Swedish MBA Management 40 $80,000  Cohabiting Consultant $80,000  2 2 mo, 3 

Kajsa 42 Swedish Master's (2) Communications 40 $60,000  Married Engineer 
No 

response 
2 9, 12 

Laura 30 Swedish Master's Consultant 15 $45,000  Married Engineer $65,000  1 10 mos 

Lily 33 Swedish Master's Geologist 37.5 $65,000  Cohabiting 
Nonprofit 

administrator 
$65,000  2 3, 5 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Linnea 32 Swedish Bachelor's 
Educational 

administrator 
40 $55,000  Married Bricklayer $55,000  1 3 

Lisa 33 Swedish Master's Urban planner 40 $75,000  Married Management $65,000  2 1, 3 

Maja 30 Swedish Master's Engineer 52.5 $70,000  Married 
Computer 

scientist 
$75,000  1 8 mos 

Malin 37 
Swedish- 

Sri Lankan 
Some college 

Chef, restaurant 

manager 
40 $55,000  Married Filmmaker $65,000  2 1, 3 

Marie 40 German High school Foreign diplomat 39 $95,000  Divorced // // 1 6 

Nora 54 Swedish Master's 
Teacher, ed. 

administrator 
40 $65,000  

Widowed, 

remarried 
Carpenter $60,000  4 

18, 21, 

26, 28 

Sara 44 Swedish Master's 
Educational 

administrator 
40 $85,000  

Widowed, 

remarried 
Consultant $65,000  2 6, 21 

Sofia 48 Swedish Master's 
Mining business 

developer 
40 $50,000  Separated // // 1 5 

Susanne 31 Swedish Bachelor's Nurse 45 $45,000  Cohabiting 
Daycare 

assistant 
$35,000  1 4 

Thea 33 Swedish Master's Program coordinator 39.5 $65,000  Cohabiting Finance/IT $105,000  2 2, 4 

Tilda 38 Swedish Bachelor's 
Educational 

administrator 
40 $55,000  Divorced // // 2 7, 14 

Ulla 38 Swedish Master's Minister 40 $65,000  Married Engineer $65,000  3 4, 7, 7 

Former East Germany 

Adela 38 East German Master's Administrative asst. 28 $20,000  Cohabiting Dentist $115,000+ 1 2 

Anke 34 Polish Master's Teacher 20 $50,000  Married Teacher $65,000  2* 5, 7 

Bette 36 East German Bachelor's Communications 39 
No 

response 
Married IT  

No 

response 
2 

15 mo, 

3 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Cassandra 39 East German Master's 
Healthcare 

administration 
35 

No 

response 
Cohabiting Police officer 

No 

response 
2 

10 mo, 

7 

Clara 31 German Master's Political adviser 30 $40,000  Cohabiting Policy adviser $30,000  2* 2, 2 

Dorothea 33 East German Master's Teacher On leave $20,000  Married 
Computer 

scientist 
$40,000  2 9 mo, 3 

Elsie 38 German Master's Architect 30 $40,000  Separated // // 1 6 

Erin 45 American Bachelor's Scientist  20 $20,000  Married Researcher $75,000  3 2, 5, 7 

Frieda 28 German MBA Teacher On leave // Cohabiting Engineer $75,000  1 1 

Gerda 39 East German Master's 
Marketing / 

communications 
30 $40,000  Separated // // 3 6, 8, 11 

Heike 35 German Bachelor's 
Gov. political 

organizer 
35 $30,00 Married 

Campsite 

manager 
$5,000  1 4 

Irena 35 Dutch Bachelor's Marketing 40 $40,000  Married Researcher $65,000  1* 4 

Isabel 38 German Master's Archivist 25 $20,000  Separated // // 1 4 

Junni 34 Danish Master's 
Urban planner, 

professor 
30 $40,000  Married Architect $40,000  1* 4 

Karina 36 East German High School Consultant 25 $30,000  Married Engineer $115,000+ 2 4, 7 

Kristin  35 Finnish Master's (2) Nonprofit lobbyist 40 $65,000  Married Consultant $115,000+ 3* 4, 7, 9 

Lena 36 German PhD Researcher 41 $45,000  Married Lecturer $30,000  1* 3 

Mingyu 54 Chinese PhD Researcher 34 
No 

response 
Married Physicist 

No 

response 
2 14, 20 

Nadia 53 German Bachelor's Public relations 20 $20,000  Single // // 1 16 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Nicole 40 American Master's Marketing 50 $75,000  Married Engineer $75,000  1 5 

Patricia 39 German Master's Writer 40 $40,000  Married Artist, teacher $50,000  2 10, 13 

Rebecca 49 German High School Baker 30 $30,000  Separated // // 1 5 

Silke 34 German Master's Film producer On leave $50,000  Cohabiting Engineer $95,000  1 1 

Tine 50 German PhD Fundraising 32 $50,000  Single // // 2 12, 15 

Vera 49 German PhD Administrative asst. 25 $20,000  Married Professor $110,000  4 
13, 18, 

18, 19 

Western Germany 

Adelheid 42 German Bachelor's Consultant 30 $35,000 Married Engineer $80,000.00 1 2 

Andrea 52 American Bachelor's Translator 70 $65,000 Married Engineer Retired 2 19, 25 

Angela 50 
British- 

Greek Cyprian 
Master's Psychologist, teacher 25 $45,000 Divorced // // 2 19, 21 

Anja 29 German Master's Anthropologist On leave // Married Management $65,000.00 2 2, 5 

Annette 42 German PhD Professor 45 
No 

response 
Married 

Computer 

scientist 

No 

response 
1 8 

Barbara 51 German Bachelor's Tour guide 20 
No 

response 
Married 

Business 

controller 

No 

response 
1 13 

Birgit 36 German Bachelor's Gov. adviser 30 $40,000 Married Consultant $50,000.00 2 6 mo, 2 

Edith 36 German Master's 
Educational 

administrator 
20 $20,000 Married Judge $85,000.00 2 5, 7 

Emilie 38 French Bachelor's 
Customer service 

phone rep. 
37 $40,000 Separated // // 3 5, 9, 11 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Erika 40 
Indonesian-

Italian 
Master's Teacher 25 $30,000 Single // // 1 14 

Eva 37 German Bachelor's Architect 27 $20,000 Married Consultant $65,000.00 2 2 

Heidi 38 German High school Fitness trainer 7 $5,000 Married Business owner $115,000+ 1* 1 

Ilona 43 German PhD Professor 40 $75,000 Married Professor $115,000+ 2 8, 10 

Jana 24 German High school 
Teacher's asst., 

student 
3 $5,000 Single // // 1 3 

Julia 34 
German-

American 
Master's (2) 

Teacher, music 

promoter 
70 $40,000 Cohabiting Actor $20,000.00 2 9, 13 

Karolin 36 German Master's 
Editor, mountain 

guide 
25 $5,000 Married Web designer $65,000.00 1 2 

Katja 35 German Master's Researcher 20 $30,000 Married Analyst $65,000.00 1 1 

Maren 21 German High school Cashier 24 $5,000 Cohabiting Butcher On leave 2 1, 3 

Nadine 38 German PhD Professor 45 $50,000 Cohabiting Engineer $115,000+ 1 3 

Petra 41 German Bachelor's Childcare asst. 33 $30,000 Married Supervisor $65,000.00 2 15, 17 

Sandra 36 German Master's 
Educational 

administrator 
40 $50,000 Married Management $95,000.00 2 7, 11 

Silvia 43 German PhD Professor 50 $85,000 Married Consultant $115,000+ 2 1, 3 

Simone 38 German Master's Researcher 41 $50,000 Cohabiting Entrepreneur $85,000.00 1 1 

Sonia 40 German PhD Journalist 20 $30,000 Married Scientist $75,000.00 2 8, 10 

Stefanie 35 German Bachelor's 
Business unit 

controller 
18 $40,000 Married Consultant $95,000.00 1 2 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Tanja 45 German High school Actress On leave $20,000 Married Winemaker $75,000.00 3 1, 4, 8 

Italy 

Adriana 60 
Italian-

American 
Bachelor's Entrepreneur 40 $55,000 Separated // // 2 24, 34 

Antonia 38 Italian Bachelor's 
Customer service 

representative 
36 $30,000 Married 

Street 

performer 
$5,000  1 2 

Benedetta 35 Italian Bachelor's 
Event organizer, 

administrative asst. 
38.5 $30,000 Single // // 1 9 

Bianca 44 Italian High school Secretary 20 $20,000 Married Management 85,000 3 
11, 14, 

17 

Carla 42 Italian Bachelor's Tour guide On leave $35,000 Cohabiting Engineer 55,000 € 1* 9 

Claudia 46 Italian Bachelor's Analyst 50 $65,000 Cohabiting Management $115,000+ 1 3 

Costanza 49 Italian High school 
Flight attendant, 

entrepreneur 

On 

severance 
$5,000 Cohabiting 

Flight 

controller 
20,000 3 

9, 14, 

22 

Donetta 44 Italian PhD (2) Professor 39 $50,000 Married Engineer 100,000 € 2 7, 8 

Elena 40 Italian Master's Management  50 $100,000 Married 
Software 

engineer 
30,000 € 1 3 

Ernesta 42 Italian PhD 
Educational 

administrator 
17.5 

No 

response 
Married 

Public 

administrator 

No 

response 
2 7 mo, 7 

Fabiana 43 Italian MBA Management  60 
No 

response 
Cohabiting Marketing 

No 

response 
1 6 

Florentina 41 Italian Bachelor's Management 40 $40,000 Cohabiting Marketing 45,000 € 1 6 

Gabriella 46 Italian Master's Finance 60 $110,000 Married Scientist 50,000 1 8 

Giordanna 39 Italian Bachelor's Management  39 $65,000 Married Researcher 65,000 2 5, 6 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Luciana 38 Italian PhD Professor 42.5 $40,000 Married Banker 85,000 2 4, 7 

Luisa 40 Italian PhD Professor 42.5 $50,000 Married Professor 65,000 1 9 

Mariela 37 
Mexican-

American 
Bachelor's Accountant 50 $110,000 Married Realtor 

[Much 

less] 
1 2 

Martina 49 Italian PhD Professor 40 $40,000 Separated // // 1 9 

Michela 31 Italian Bachelor's Development director  45 $30,000 Cohabiting Lawyer 30,000 1 4 

Nicola 34 Italian Bachelor's Teacher 40 $30,000 Married Engineer 50,000 2* 8 mo, 3 

Oriana 49 Swedish MBA Finance 55 $115,000+ Married Banker 55,000 € 2 16, 18 

Roberta 36 Mexican Master's 
Policy officer, 

researcher 
40 $115,000+ Married Entrepreneur $115,000+ 1 2 

Rosanna 43 Italian PhD Professor 40 $40,000 Cohabiting Sommelier 40,000 2 6, 10 

Santina 38 
Italian-

American 
Master's (2) Consultant 35 

No 

response 
Cohabiting Journalist 

No 

response 
1 1 

Thérèse 41 French JD Lawyer, consultant 37.5 $50,000 Cohabiting Journalist 65,000 3 4, 8, 10 

Valeria 44 Italian Master's Director of marketing 52.5 $95,000 Married Bank director $115,000+ 1 9 

Viviana 41 Italian PhD Scientist 40 $50,000 Married Scientist 50,000 1 8 

United States 

Aliyah 25 
African 

American 
High school Administrative asst. 52 $35,000  Single // // 1 1 

Allie 48 White Bachelor's Executive editor 50 $125,000  Married Scientist $175,000  2 12, 12 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
week 

Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Ashley 38 White Bachelor's Administrative asst. 25 $15,000  Married Police officer $65,000  2 3, 8 

Brianna 24 
African 

American 
Some college Administrative asst. 40 $45,000  Single // // 2 2, 4 

Chelsea 39 White Bachelor's Management 45 $125,000  Married Management $125,000  2 6 mo, 3 

Gail 42 
Asian,  

Canadian 
Master's (2) Librarian 45 $57,000  Married Management $140,000  2 10, 12 

Gloria 35 
White- 

Hispanic 
Bachelor's 

Advertising sales 

director 
37.5 $125,000  Married Management $95,000  2 3, 5 

Grace 45 
African 

American 
Master's Teacher 50 $55,000  Married 

Gov. military 

strategist 
$125,000  4 

14, 17, 

18, 24 

Imani 34 
Afr. American-

Hispanic 
Bachelor's 

Senior property 

manager 
45 $95,000  Married 

Property 

manager 
$125,000  2 3, 10 

Janet 44 White Master's Banker 45 $200,000+ Married Civil historian $125,000  1 4 

Jen 36 White JD Lawyer, professor 55 $125,000  Married FBI agent $175,000  2 
5 mos, 

5 mos 

Jill 52 White Master's Teacher 21 $45,000  Divorced // // 1 4 

Kelsey 31 White Master's Chief of staff 55 $175,000  Married Lawyer $125,000  1 1 

Kristine 53 White Master's Account mgmt. 40 $125,000  Married Consultant $175,000  2 13, 16 

Lauren 33 White MD ER doctor 45 $200,000+ Married 
[Stay-at-home 

dad] 
// 3 1, 3, 5 

Layla 34 Arab Master's Consultant 25 $35,000  Married Lawyer $125,000  1* 2 

Mackenzie 37 White Doctorate Policy officer 45 $125,000  Married Engineer $125,000  2 1, 3 

Makayla 40 
African 

American 
Master's Nonprofit exec. 40 $125,000  Married Gov. director $175,000  2 2, 4 
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Respondent Partner Children 

Name Age 
Race / Migration 

Background 
Degree Occupation 

Avg. hours 

worked/ 
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Avg. annual 

income 

Marital 

status 
Occupation 

Avg. annual 

income 
# Age(s) 

Mary 38 White Master's, JD Lawyer 55 $200,000+ Single // // 2 2, 2 

Maria 41 
White- 

Hispanic 
Master's Social worker 45 $55,000  Single // // 1 9 

Megan 27 
African 

American 
Master's Social worker 45 $75,000  Single // // 1 6 

Michelle 38 White Master's Engineer 35 $75,000  Married Naval officer $105,000  2 
6 mo, 

2.5 

Nancy 46 White High school Administrative asst. 45 $65,000  Married Mechanic $45,000  3 
12, 20, 

21 

Natalia 39 
Italian-

American 
Master's Researcher 40 $125,000  Married 

Gov. 

management 
$125,000  1 3 

Rachel 37 White Bachelor's Nonprofit exec. 45 $95,000  Married Data analytics $95,000  1 1 

Robin 40 White PhD Psychologist 47.5 $121,000  Married 
Software 

engineer 
$70,000  1 5 

Ruth 47 White Bachelor's Journalist 50 $175,000  Married Marketing $175,000  2 12, 16 

Samantha 37 White JD Lawyer 45 $200,000+ Married 
State 

Department 
$200,000+ 2 

10 mo, 

5 

Susan 41 Hispanic Master's Management 52.5 $175,000  Married CIO $200,000+ 2 9, 9 

Talia 31 White Bachelor's Senior editor 45 $95,000  Married Entrepreneur $95,000  1 4 mo 

Tiana 32 
African 

American 
Bachelor's Administrative asst. 35 $35,000  Cohabiting Unemployed // 2 6 mo, 7 

Yasmine 48 Lebanese Bachelor's Management 37.5 $85,000  Divorced // // 2 13, 15 

* pregnant with another child 
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APPENDIX B.  INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Background 

 

Age:  

Race / Migration Background:  

Hometown:  

Highest degree/year of degree:  

Occupation:  

Hours worked per week:  

Annual income:     

Marital status:   

Years partnered/married:  

 Partner’s age:  

 Partner’s highest degree:   

 Partner’s occupation:  

 Partner’s annual income:  

Number and ages of children:  

Do your children attend childcare? Yes / No 

 If so, how many hours a week do they spend there? 

 Who picks them up and drops them off?  

 What type of childcare do your children attend?  

 

Balancing motherhood with a career 

 

1. Where were you working when your children were born? Did you have any 

concerns about balancing work and family?  

2. When did you tell your boss? What was her/his reaction? Did you know other 

women with children? Did you talk to them about being a working mother?  

3. How much time did you take off when your children were born? 

4. How did your work life change once you became a mother? For example, did you 

cut back your hours or were you given different assignments? 

5. What did your employer do to help you in your new role as working mother? 

What do you wish they had done? 

6. Tell me about the benefits you get – parental leave, maternity leave, cash 

allowances, health insurance, sick leave, vacation days, childcare, etc.? In what 

ways do these things make your job as a working mother easier? In what ways 

could they be improved? 

7. Was your mother a working mother? 
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8. Did you move to a different job after having children? 

 

Dividing family care with a partner 

 

9. Did you and your partner have a conversation about how much you would work 

after your children were born? What was that conversation like? 

10. Did your partner take time off of work after your children were born?  

11. Once your children were born, how did you and your partner divide up family 

responsibilities like chores? Was this different than before your child was born? 

12. What are your role and your partner’s role in raising and caring for your children? 

13. What role do your partner and children play when you think about your decision 

to work full-time, part-time, or not at all? 

14. Everyone has their own ideas about what it means to be a good parent. Can you 

tell me what being a good father/mother means to you? 

 

General views on working mothers 

 

15. Have you ever thought of stopping working altogether to take care of your 

children? 

16. What if anything can your workplace do to make the job more attractive to 

mothers? 

17. What are your plans for the future regarding work? 

18. What advice would you or do you give to your own children about their own 

decisions regarding work and family as adults? What do you hope they will do? 

19. What advice would you give to working women who are about to become 

mothers? 

20. Do you think it is possible for women who are mothers to get to the top in their 

career? Do you think mothers can be both a successful mother and a successful 

worker? 

21. Are there any other issues you would like to discuss that I haven’t asked that you 

think are important for understanding your experience as a working mother? 
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