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Gendered Tradeoffs

Jennifer L. Hook and Meiying Li

The literature linking family policy to women’s labor market outcomes is a
rapidly expanding field, spanning many disciplines and analytic approaches.
Several recent reviews provide a solid overview of the field and we refer
readers to them (Ferragina, 2019; Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011; Olivetti &
Petrongolo, 2017; Rubery & Figueiredo, 2018; Steiber & Haas, 2012). This
chapter has an explicit focus on two central questions: (1) Do generous family
policies perpetuate gender inequality? That is, do family policies have unin-
tended consequences or promote women’s inclusion into the labor force at
the expense of gender equality in labor market outcomes, such as in working
hours, occupational integration, or wages? and, (2) do generous family poli-
cies promote gender equality for certain groups of women at the expense
of other groups of women? We also consider evidence regarding a weaker
form of this question—do certain groups of women benefit more from family
policies than others? In answering this question, we focus on how poli-
cies differentially affect women by social class as measured by educational
attainment.

We begin by briefly reviewing the types of evidence brought to bear on
these questions. We then turn to the primary questions that animate this
review, discussing the literature on gender inequality-promoting effects of
family policy and heterogeneity in effects of family policy by social class. We
review the uneasy consensus that has emerged around how two of the most
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studied family policies—childcare services and parental leave—affect women’s
employment outcomes in general and differentially by social class. Our review
is heavily weighted toward questions that have emerged in the comparative
study of women’s employment over the last 15 years. For an excellent review
of foundational research in the 1990s we refer readers to van der Lippe and
van Dijk (2002).

How DoWe Know?

Researchers are generally interested in how variation in family
policy is associated with women’s labor force participation, employment,
work hours, or wages. The recent literature linking family policy to women’s
labor market outcomes generally draws on individual-level data from
anywhere from two to dozens of countries and seeks to explain variation
across contexts (for pioneering works in the approach see Gornick, Meyers,
& Ross, 1998; Rosenfeld, Van Buren, & Kalleberg, 1998). They tend to use
cross-sectional data, although recent work exploits variation over time (Blau
& Kahn, 2013; Christiansen, 2016; Cipollone, Patacchini, & Vallanti, 2014;
Nieuwenhuis, 2014; Nieuwenhuis, Need, & Van der Kolk, 2017; Thévenon,
2009, 2016).
Two primary methodological approaches are used. In the first, researchers

compare exemplars of welfare state regimes and assess whether differences
across countries are congruent with expectations generated from a compar-
ison of family policy contexts. Work in this vein often draws on Esping-
Andersen’s (1990, 1999) “three worlds” typology and his later conceptualiza-
tion of de-familialization or feminist critiques thereof. Although typologies
differ, as detailed in Chapter 6 by Zagel and Lohmann in this volume, the
central focus is how the state supports (or does not support) the reconcilia-
tion of work and care. A leading conceptualization focuses on four strategies
of welfare state support (Misra, Budig, & Moller, 2007) or familialization
(Saraceno & Keck, 2008). Countries are grouped into categories: (1) the
primary caregiver strategy or supported familialism, wherein the state subsi-
dizes women’s care work; (2) the primary earner strategy or familialism by
default, wherein the state encourages women’s employment but provides little
support for care; (3) the choice strategy or optional familialism, wherein state
policy supports women’s choice to work or care; and (4) the earner-career
strategy or de-familialist, wherein policy supports the combination of work
and care for women as well as men.



11 Gendered Tradeoffs 251

In the second approach, researchers combine individual-level data with
contextual-level family policy data in multilevel models. Most studies use
hierarchical models with individuals nested within countries. Although these
models have been used extensively in the literature, they are criticized in
several ways: they are sensitive to the selection and number of countries
included, which are typically less than thirty and often much less; data tend
to be cross-sectional, thus causal claims are questionable; and many key find-
ings in the literature are based on data from the 1990s, which are now dated
(Brady, Blome, & Kmec, 2020; Steiber & Haas, 2012).
This second approach requires quantifying indicators of specific policies

(e.g., weeks of paid parental leave) or closely linked outcomes of specific poli-
cies (e.g., enrollment rates in publicly funded child care programs). There is
substantial controversy, however, over how these indicators should be used.
One option is to measure family policy as a singular index representing a
“broad phenomenon” (Mandel & Semyonov, 2005, p. 955). For example,
Mandel and Shalev (2009) argue that family policies should be treated as an
integrated bundle, writing that “while it appears that individual components
of the family policy package may contribute to women’s attainments, they
also have shared effects that cannot be detached from one another, either
theoretically or empirically” (p. 1879). Other scholars argue, however, that
family policies should be delineated by whether they provide time to care or
services to replace care (Kamerman & Kahn, 1994), that is whether policies
are “work-reducing” or “work-facilitating” (Jacobs & Gerson, 2004). Pettit
and Hook (2009) draw on this literature to argue that family policy “con-
flates a variety of specific policies that may have countervailing effects on
women’s employment and other economic outcomes” (p. 11). Between the
two poles of conceptualizing family policy as an inseparable package versus
as individual policies, lies an approach that groups family policies by the type
of effect they are likely to have on families. For example, Korpi, Ferrarini, and
Englund (2013) create indices to measure three dimensions of family policy:
policies that support gendered family arrangements (i.e., encourage women
to provide care at home), dual-earner arrangements (i.e., encourage women
to work), and dual-carer arrangements (i.e., encourage men to care at home).
This last approach most closely resembles the regime or typology approach.

An emerging third main approach is a hybrid, wherein the effects of
singular policies are tested for policy or institutional “complementarities”
(Thévenon, 2016). Arguing that the impact of family policy on women’s
employment is likely to be context-dependent, Thévenon examines comple-
mentarities between policy pairs (paired interaction terms), institutions
(sum of the direct effects of all policies), as well as the effects of policies
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within regimes (policies interacted with regime dummies). He concludes
that “female labour force participation reacts differently to different policy
measures, depending on the institutional environment in which they play
out” (p. 494).

Given the difficulty of establishing causality in macro-level studies, micro-
level policy evaluation adds a considerable amount to the evidence base.
Studies tend to exploit spatial and temporal variation in implementation of
family policy reforms with one country. A review of the methodological issues
is beyond scope of this chapter; we refer readers to an excellent discussion in
Müller and Wrohlich (2018). Some of the evidence about social class differ-
ences in policy effects reviewed below is drawn from this literature. Although
superior for establishing causality, these studies are country-specific, raising
the question of whether the intervention effects would “travel” to other
contexts. Conflicting findings from single country studies and evidence from
macro-level analyses (e.g., Thévenon, 2016) suggest researchers use caution
extrapolating findings to other countries.

Unintended Consequences, Welfare State
Paradoxes, and Gendered Tradeoffs

Do Generous Family Policies Perpetuate Gender
Inequality?

Mandel and Semyonov (2005, 2006) argue that although family policies
bring women into the labor market, they create a paradox wherein they have
adverse consequences for women’s occupational integration and earnings.
Family policies incorporate lower-skilled women who would otherwise not be
in labor market into employment, which increases the gender gap in wages
and occupational sex segregation among those in the labor market, including
those who would be in the labor market irrespective of family policies.
Specifically, they argue that generous family policy packages lower women’s
accumulated work experience, promote discrimination against women, and
concentrate women in female-typed jobs in the public sector. They test this
idea with cross-sectional data from the 1990s for 20 countries housed in the
Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) database. They create a singular “welfare
state index” composed of parental leave, childcare, and public sector employ-
ment. They find that generosity on the index predicts a larger gender pay gap
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(Mandel & Semyonov, 2005) and women’s lower representation in manage-
rial positions (Mandel & Semyonov, 2006) although their models suggest
that the findings are largely driven by parental leave.

Rather than seeing gender inegalitarian consequences of all family policy,
Pettit and Hook (2009) argue that each policy should be considered along
two dimensions—whether it promotes labor market inclusion or exclusion
and whether it discourages or promotes equality among those in the labor
force. They examine exemplars of each combination: childcare (inclusion and
equality), part-time work (inclusion and inequality), unionization (exclusion
and equality), and parental leave (exclusion and inequality). This specifica-
tion differs from Mandel and Semyonov (2005, 2006) in that policies that
promote inclusion do not necessarily engender inequality; the key is how
women are incorporated. Pettit and Hook (2009) posit that childcare includes
women in the labor market and puts them on more equal footing with
men, whereas lengthy parental leaves remove women from the workplace
for several years, put them on less equal footing with men, and encourage
employer discrimination. Thus, the effects of leave and childcare on women’s
labor market outcomes are not expected to reflect “broad phenomenon,” but
are potentially countervailing. They explore this idea using up to 63 cross-
sectional surveys, spanning the years 1969 to 2000, from 21 countries housed
in the LIS database. They find support for the proposition that family poli-
cies can support both inclusion and equality, finding evidence that childcare
supports both employment and occupational attainment, particularly among
higher educated women.

Brady et al. (2020) methodologically critique these analyses and provide
two analyses refuting the conclusions described above. They analyze LIS
data both cross-sectionally (21 countries in the mid-2000s) as well as with
a country panel using fixed effects models (12 countries, two time periods,
mid-1980s/1990s and mid-2000s). Contrary to the existing literature they
not only find no evidence of tradeoffs between labor market outcomes, but
that “work-family policies are not associated with labor market outcomes for
women or mothers. The vast majority of coefficients for work-family policies
fail to reject the null hypothesis of no effects” (Brady et al., 2020, p. 142).
They do not explicitly consider, however, differences by class or contextual
effects, which are discussed below.

Uneasy Consensus on Policy Effects

The above discussion reveals that the literature is rife with differing concep-
tualizations of policy, approaches to analyses, and not surprisingly, empirical
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findings. That said, an uneasy consensus has emerged around publicly funded
childcare and to a lesser extent, parental leave.

Childcare provision is associated with higher levels of employment
(Christiansen, 2016; Erhel & Guergoat-Larivière, 2013; Jaumotte, 2003;
Thévenon, 2016), particularly among mothers and mothers with young chil-
dren (Boeckmann, Misra, & Budig, 2015; Nieuwenhuis, Need, & Van Der
Kolk, 2012; Pettit & Hook, 2005, 2009; Steiber & Haas, 2009; Uunk,
Kalmijn, & Muffels, 2005), including positive effects on mothers’ working
hours (Andringa, Nieuwenhuis, & Van Gerven, 2015; Boeckmann et al.,
2015), preferences for longer working hours (Pollmann-Schult, 2016), and
lower motherhood wage penalties (Misra, Budig, & Boeckmann, 2011).
Childcare has also been associated with women’s increased representation in
professional occupations (Pettit & Hook, 2009). We describe the consensus as
uneasy, however, as there is debate as to whether the employment-promoting
effects of childcare provision are causal (Steiber & Haas, 2012), particularly
when effects are assessed with enrollment data (for more on data chal-
lenges, see Chapter 24 by Sirén, Doctrinal, Van Lancker and Nieuwenhuis
in this volume). Findings from Norway suggest that additional childcare
places crowd out informal arrangements and benefit mothers who are already
employed (Havnes & Mogstad, 2011). Positive effects of policy expansion,
however, are found in other contexts such as Germany (Bauernschuster &
Schlotter, 2015). Reviewing the literature on family policy, Olivetti and
Petrongolo (2017) conclude that evidence supports, “overall positive effects
of subsidized child care on female employment” but “no obvious consensus
emerges from the literature that has studied the labor market impact of
parental leave rights and benefits” (p. 227).

We argue that although the debate about parental leave is more
contentious, an uneasy consensus does exist. Parental leave is generally
considered employment supportive, especially if it is well paid (Boeckmann
et al., 2015). There is evidence, however, that parental leave that is “too
long” is associated with lower rates of employment among mothers. That
is, there is a curvilinear inverted U-shape for mothers with young children
(Pettit & Hook, 2005). How long is too long? Researchers generally find that
leaves over two years depress rather than facilitate employment (Nieuwenhuis
et al., 2017; Thévenon & Solaz, 2013), although some estimates approach
three years (Christiansen, 2016; Pettit & Hook, 2009). Nieuwenhuis and
colleagues (2017) conclude that “while short periods of leave can be useful,
or even necessary, to maintain women’s attachment to the labour market after
becoming a mother, very long interruptions of employment indeed seem to
be a ‘mechanism of exclusion’” (p. 13). Some studies fail to find evidence that
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leave can be too long (Keck & Saraceno, 2013). Long leave, however, has
also been linked to negative consequences in other labor market outcomes,
including larger motherhood wage penalties (Misra et al., 2011), particu-
larly for highly educated women (Pettit & Hook, 2009). Childcare and paid
leave of modest duration are also supportive of single mothers’ employment
(Maldonado & Nieuwenhuis, 2015; Van Lancker, 2018).

Evidence from single country studies supports the above findings. Exten-
sions of leave delay return to work (Lalive & Zweimüller, 2009 in Austria;
Ziefle & Gangl, 2014 in Germany) and long leaves can promote discrim-
ination against mothers (Glass & Fodor, 2011 in Hungary). Glass and
Fodor (2011) contend that state policies that make motherhood salient for
employers, in the absence of anti-discrimination enforcement, contribute to
discrimination. Evidence from the Swedish context finds that controlling for
selection, taking 16 months of leave or more has a negative effect on women’s
upward occupational mobility upon return to work (Evertsson & Duvander,
2011). We conclude that there is an uneasy consensus on the effects of family
policy in general , but the consensus fractures when we consider differences by
social class.

Gender-Class Tradeoffs

Conceptualizing Social Class

Social class is a complex concept, encompassing both material and cultural
accounts. The vast majority of quantitative analyses take a materialist perspec-
tive focusing on class divides in opportunities, such as the pay and quality of
jobs, and constraints, such as the cost and quality of care (Crompton, 2006;
McRae, 2003). Although sociologists tend to favor conceptualizations of class
derived from occupational attainment, the vast majority of studies that speak
to “class” utilize level of education attainment (Cooke, 2011; Grönlund &
Magnusson, 2016; Korpi et al., 2013; Nieuwenhuis, 2014; Pettit & Hook,
2009; Steiber, Berghammer, & Haas, 2016). This arises from both theoretical
and practical considerations. Theoretically, the study of women’s employ-
ment is informed by micro-economic theories emphasizing the importance of
human capital, of which education is a primary indicator. Practically, educa-
tion circumvents the difficulties inherent in assigning non-employed women
their partners’ social class (see Sorensen, 1994). Educational attainment also
tends to be the most readily available and comparable measure in commonly
used data sources. Alternate measures used in the literature include “income
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classes” measured by earnings quintiles (Mandel & Shalev, 2009), and simpli-
fied occupational schemes (e.g., managers and professionals, white-collar, and
blue-collar and elementary occupations) (Pavolini & Van Lancker, 2018).

Little work explicitly tests both constraint and cultural explanations for
class gaps in women’s employment or family policy use. In a recent contribu-
tion, Pavolini and Van Lancker (2018) use cross-sectional data from 27 EU
countries to examine class gaps in formal childcare usage. They find greater
support for materialist explanations; parents’ perceptions of availability and
affordability of care better explained the persistent class differential in usage
than cultural norms about mothers’ employment. The authors, however, did
not test whether class-specific norms impacted class differentials in usage.
Research finds class gaps in gender egalitarianism across welfare states (Shalev,
2008; Svallfors, 2006).

Do Generous Family Policies Promote Gender Equality
for Certain Groups of Women at the Expense of Other
Groups of Women, Particularly by Social Class?

Shalev (2008) argues that women’s normative and material interests diverge
by class with respect to family policies. He argues that generous family
policy limits high achieving women’s ability to achieve gender equality in
the labor market. In a series of studies, Mandel and colleagues find that
“generous family policy” promotes gender equality for women at lower socio-
economic levels, whereas ungenerous policy promotes gender equality for
more advantaged women (Mandel & Shalev, 2009; Mandel, 2011, 2012).

As noted earlier, however, effects depend on the type of family policy and
these, too, vary by class. Pettit and Hook (2009) find that publicly supported
childcare supports higher educated women’s employment and occupational
attainment, more so than for other women, with no negative effects on wages.
This is consistent with research showing that childcare services are utilized
more by high-income families than low-income families (Van Lancker,
2013) and childcare expansion benefits the already employed, crowding out
informal care (Havnes & Mogstad, 2011). Hook and Pettit (2016) argue that
replacing informal with formal care is likely to benefit employed women’s
labor market outcomes because formal care is less likely to break down than
informal arrangements, which puts mothers on a more equal footing with
their colleagues. When looking instead at high rates of part-time employ-
ment and lengthy parental leave, Pettit and Hook’s (2009) conclusions are
consistent with Mandel and colleagues (ibid.), as these policies dampen the
wage premiums for highly educated women.



11 Gendered Tradeoffs 257

Korpi et al. (2013) approach the question of tradeoffs among groups
of women by examining policy dimensions. They analyze LIS data from
around 2000 for 15 countries and categorize family policy on three dimen-
sions: traditional family (child allowances, part-time daycare services, home
care allowances, marriage subsidies), dual -earner (daycare services for 0–2,
full-time daycare services for over-threes, earnings-related parental leave),
and dual -carer (paid leave, paid leave reserved for fathers). They combine
dual-earner and dual-carer indicators because they are highly correlated into
an earner-carer dimension. They find that earner-carer policies promote
the employment of lower educated women “without resulting in significant
diminution in women’s access to top wages and positions of power” (Korpi
et al., 2013, p. 28). They conclude that publicly provided childcare and
“judiciously designed parental leave” benefit mothers without creating disad-
vantages for tertiary educated mothers, and that earner-carer policies can
“promote gender egalitarianism and class equality simultaneously” (p. 30).

No Consensus on Class Differences

In contrast to the relative consensus on family policy impacts on maternal
employment, there are conflicting theoretical mechanisms and empirical find-
ings about how the effects of family policies on women’s employment vary
by women’s social class, primarily measured by educational attainment. On
the one hand, some argue that highly educated women tend to be in the
labor force regardless of motherhood and policy context; it is women with
lower levels of education who are more sensitive to variations in context
(Del Boca, Pasqua, & Pronzato, 2009; Korpi et al., 2013). Essentially, work-
facilitating contexts sway only women who experience less monetary and
intrinsic rewards to employment (Damaske, 2011; Steiber et al., 2016). This
is consistent with the mechanism of selection as hypothesized in the welfare
state paradox (Mandel, 2011; Mandel & Semyonov, 2006).

On the other hand, some researchers argue that lower educated women
suffer from such low job quality that reconciliation policies fail to be
incentivizing, thus more highly educated women are more responsive to
family policy conditions (Cipollone et al., 2014). This is consistent with
findings that higher levels of publicly provided childcare promote employ-
ment more among highly educated than other women, incentivizing women
with the most to gain from employment (Pettit & Hook, 2009). Similarly,
Nieuwenhuis (2014) found that paid leave reduces the motherhood employ-
ment gap more so among highly educated women than among the less
educated. Evidence from Germany found that a legal claim to subsidized
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childcare and the expansion of childcare had positive effects on women’s
employment, but the effect was weakest for women with lower levels of
educational attainment (Boll & Lagemann, 2019; Müller & Wrohlich,
2018).

Finally, other researchers find little evidence of differential effects by educa-
tional attainment. Keck and Saraceno (2013) hypothesize that lower educated
mothers will be more disadvantaged by very short or very long leaves and by
high childcare costs. They find, however, that employment penalties linked
to education occur independently from (or before) motherhood and family
policies (Keck & Saraceno, 2013).

One potential explanation for discordant findings is that the importance
of educational cleavages varies across policy regimes. Hook and Pettit (2016)
develop expectations about how family policy regimes are connected to occu-
pational segregation of mothers from childless women and how this varies
by women’s educational attainment. They find that where conditions enable
mothers to devote substantial time to caregiving, through extended parental
leaves, for example, occupational inequalities cluster around motherhood.
In countries with meager provision for reconciling work and family, occu-
pational inequalities diverge acutely by educational attainment. Finally, in
countries where conditions enable mothers to compete in the paid labor
force, by providing childcare services, for example, there is less differentiation
by motherhood and by educational attainment.

Recent Possibilities

The gendered tradeoffs literature is an ongoing debate. Promising direc-
tions consider how the impact of family policies on women’s employ-
ment outcomes varies across contexts. For example, cultural norms may
moderate the impact of family policies on women’s employment outcomes
(Kremer, 2007; Pfau-Effinger, 2005). Evidence generally supports that egal-
itarian gender norms are positively associated with women’s employment
(Boeckmann et al., 2015; Uunk, 2015; although see Uunk & Lersch,
2019), although gender norms do not account for family policy effects
on women’s employment (Uunk et al., 2005). Egalitarian gender norms,
however, may moderate the relationship between policy and women’s employ-
ment outcomes. Budig, Misra, and Boeckmann (2012) examine how gender
culture moderates the relationship between family policy and mothers’
earnings. They hypothesize that family policies that narrow the mother-
hood earnings penalty will have a stronger effect in cultural contexts that
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are supportive of maternal employment. They find support for this argu-
ment. They conclude, that “cultural attitudes amplify, and even change the
nature of, associations between parental leave, publicly funded childcare, and
maternal earnings” (Budig et al., 2012, p. 186).

Another potential source of contextual effects comes from the labor
market context. Estévez-Abe (2006, 2009) argues that in coordinated market
economies (CMEs), characterized by long term employment contracts, strong
employment protections, and investments in firm-specific training, women
are at greater risk of becoming “labor market outsiders” due to breaks in
employment. Family policies that encourage breaks in employment may have
greater negative effects in CMEs than in liberal market economies (LMEs).
Grönlund and Magnusson (2016) connect this work explicitly to the welfare
state paradox debate by examining the gender wage gap by skill level in a three
country comparison of two CMEs that differ in family policy (Sweden and
Germany) and one LME (the UK). They hypothesize that the gender wage
gap will be greatest among high-skilled women in Sweden (a CME with dual-
earner family policies) and that sex segregation and on-the-job training would
explain more of the gender wage gap for this group than for others. They do
not find support for this proposition. The unadjusted gender wage gap is
lowest in Sweden and high-skilled women do not face a larger gender wage
gap than women in the other two countries. Furthermore, gender wage gaps
among the high skilled in CMEs are not well explained by the hypothesized
mechanisms.

Another avenue for contextual consideration of tradeoffs by social class is
income inequality. Hook (2015) argues that it is difficult to derive hypotheses
about women’s employment decisions in different policy contexts without
considering both the overall level of income inequality in a country and a
woman’s social location within it. She contends that in the absence of the
state de-familializing care, “there are two central questions: (1) what are the
alternatives to family care? and (2) how do these alternatives vary by a family’s
social location? Available alternatives will depend, in part, on the level of
inequality in each country” (Hook, 2015, p. 17). She develops expectations
about differences by social class under different regimes of familialization
(Saraceno & Keck, 2008). She finds that in countries with high-income
inequality and low de-familialization or optional familialism, families polarize
between dual full-time and male breadwinner families, and do so largely
by women’s educational attainment. She concludes that while class is an
important correlate of work-family arrangements in nearly all contexts, it
is of utmost importance in countries with higher income inequality, greater
reliance on the market, and optional familialism. These arguments have yet
to be examined outside of a regime approach.
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Conclusion

In sum, there is an uneasy consensus around the relationship between
family policy and women’s labor market attachment and outcomes, and
no consensus around class differences in policy effects. Regarding the
former, publicly funded childcare promotes mothers’ employment with no
discernable negative consequences for gender equality in other labor market
outcomes, such as the gender wage gap. There are no observed delete-
rious effects of childcare on any group of women, but there is an open
debate on who benefits more or less from childcare provision or expan-
sion. Parental leave is also a valuable tool for promoting mothers’ labor
market attachment. Leaves that are “too long,” however, can depress women’s
labor market attachment resulting in inegalitarian consequences for other
labor market outcomes, such as sex segregation and the gender wage gap.
There is no consensus around how these relationships vary by women’s
social class, although there is some evidence that long leaves harm highly
educated women’s labor market outcomes the most (consistent with welfare
state paradox or tradeoff arguments).
To move this debate forward we need more research that considers multiple

labor market outcomes, which is at the crux of the welfare state paradox
or tradeoff arguments. To resolve this debate, studies should engage both
employment and other labor market outcomes, including intensity, segrega-
tion, and wages. We also need better data on policy and innovative ways to
include it in our models (see Chapter 24 by Doctrinal et al. in this volume).
Common measures of paid parental leave, for example, obscure nuances in
replacement rates, caps on replacement rates, eligibility criteria, and flexi-
bility in use. These aspects of policy design should affect the labor market
consequences of these policies as well as heterogeneity within countries in
the benefits different groups of women receive (Bártová & Emery, 2018; Ray,
Gornick, & Schmitt, 2010). Our current conclusions in this area are based
on less than ideal policy data.
Two key themes emerge from the current research. First, the effects of

family policy on women’s labor market outcomes are likely to depend on
the context in which they are implemented. Recent research provides guid-
ance on how to move forward exploring these complex interactions (e.g.,
Thévenon, 2016). Second, the effects of policy change are likely to depend
on woman’s social location. Given that there is no consensus yet on how there
are ample opportunities for researchers to move the field forward. We note
two important opportunities here.
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First, we need more expansive thinking about context dependence of
family policy effects and in relation to heterogeneity of effects within coun-
tries. The sparse literature on context dependence has produced important
insights but remains under-developed. Furthermore, the strands of the liter-
ature on context dependence and heterogeneity in effects within countries
have been largely separate, but could produce considerable insight if aligned.

Second, another key opportunity for future research is to consider other
aspects of mothers’ social location. Although educational attainment domi-
nates cross-national studies of women’s employment, single country studies
document differences in maternal employment and family policy uptake by
race, ethnicity, and nativity (Kil, Neels, Wood, & de Valk, 2018; Kil, Wood,
& Neels, 2018; Vidal-Coso, 2019). Given the challenges inherent in incorpo-
rating country-specific patterns and meanings of race, ethnicity, and nativity
in a cross-national design, most work in this area is in the form of single
country studies or in two-country comparisons (e.g., Pettit & Hook, 2009).
Expanding cross-national work in this area is important for understanding
heterogeneity in policy effects as well as inequality more broadly.
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