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ENGLISH SUMMARY 


In  this  dissertation,  I  aim  to  answer  the  following  research  question: How  are 
 opinions, preferences and actions related to women’s conditions and their roles in 
 social policy throughout the life course? The focus is on the role of gender and the 
 family in  social policy  throughout life. Based on different  stages in the process of 
 agency  in  institutionalist  theory,  I  divide  the  research  question  into  opinions, 
 preferences, actions and outcomes – each the topic of one article – and link them to 
 cultural ideas and policies. 


Despite  European  societies  moving  away  from  the  male  breadwinner  model  at 
 different paces, the results of this dissertation show that the family is still an important 
 player  in  welfare  provision  for  the  old  on  the  continent.  Women  contribute  to  the 
 welfare of their elder parents through informal care, even at the expense of their own 
 well-being in certain contexts. Interestingly, cultural norms regarding the role of the 
 family in eldercare do not affect women providing informal caregiving, but they do 
 determine the amount of care they give and the impact intensive caregiving has on 
 their own  well-being. In countries where familialist eldercare norms are dominant, 
 women are more likely to provide intensive care, yet experience higher well-being in 
 doing  so.  In  countries  where  eldercare  is  not  seen  as  a  family  responsibility,  the 
 opposite is true: caregivers tend to give care to a limited extent, and high-intensity 
 caregiving is related to lower well-being. Not only do cultural norms shape the role 
 of  the  family  in  welfare  supply  for  the  old,  familialist  policies  do  so  as  well.  In  a 
 study on the Belgian pension system, built on the male breadwinner model, policies 
 can exacerbate the financial dependence of women on their husbands after retirement. 


This  happens  by  denying  married  women  the  receipt  of  their  own  pension 
 entitlements, and women face a high risk of poverty in old age after divorce. 


I also assess the role of culture and policies in shaping individuals’ opinions towards 
state involvement  in care and their retirement preferences.  Individuals’ actions are 
rooted  in  their  ideas  and  preferences,  which  in  turn  are  formed  based  on  cultural 
norms  and  policies  in  society.  Studies  on  childcare  opinions  and  retirement 
preferences  show  that  the  role  of  policies  and  culture  goes  well  beyond  setting 
incentive  structures,  as  they  shape  the  individual’s  ideas  and  preferences  through 
internalisation  processes.  Hence,  we  can  conclude  that  the  family  as  a  provider  of 
well-being  is  deeply  engrained  in  both  culture  and  policies,  and  this  affects  how 
individuals think about, act upon and experience welfare supply through the family. 



(12)
(13)
DANSK RESUME 


I  denne  afhandling  besvares  følgende  spørgsmål:  Hvordan  er  opfattelser, 
 præferencer, og handlinger relateret til kvinders betingelser og deres roller i velfærd 
 igennem  livsforløbet?  Fokusset  er  på  rollen  af  køn  og  familien  i  velfærd  igennem 
 livet. Med udgangspunkt i forskellige stadier i agency processen i institutionalistisk 
 teori  opdeles  spørgsmålet  i  opfattelser,  præferencer,  handlinger  og  udfald  –  hvert 
 emne behandles i hver sin artikel – og forbindes med kulturelle idéer og politikker. 


Selvom de europæiske samfund bevæger sig væk fra den maskuline forsørgermodel 
 i  forskellige  hastigheder,  viser  resultaterne  i  denne  afhandling  at  familien  fortsat 
 spiller en vigtig rolle for de ældres velfærdsydelse på kontinentet. Kvinder bidrager 
 til forældrenes velfærd ved at være omsorgsgivere, selvom dette kan skade deres egne 
 velbefindende i visse kontekster. Resultaterne viser at kulturelle normer vedrørende 
 familiens rolle i ældrepleje ingen effekt har på andelen af kvinder, der giver uformel 
 ældreomsorg. Normer vedrørende familiens rolle påvirker dog omsorgens intensitet 
 og  effekten  af  det  at  give  omsorg  på  individets  velbefindende.  I  lande  med  stærkt 
 familieorienterede  omsorgsværdier  er  kvinder  mere  tilbøjelige  til  at  give  intensiv 
 omsorg,  men  de  oplever  alligevel  et  højere  velbefindende.  I  lande  hvor  ældrepleje 
 ikke ses som værende et familieansvar gælder det modsatte: Omfanget af omsorg er 
 begrænset og en højere grad af omsorg er relateret til lavere velbefindende. Det er 
 ikke kun kulturelle normer, der påvirker familiens rolle i velfærden, der ydes til de 
 ældre,  familieorienterede  politikker  gør  det  også.  En  undersøgelse  af  det  belgiske 
 pensionssystem, som er bygget på den maskuline forsørgermodel, viser at politikker 
 kan  forstærke  kvindernes  finansielle  afhængighed  af  deres  ægtefælle  efter 
 tilbagetrækning.  Dette  skyldes  at  gifte  kvinder  nægtes  individuelle  pensions-
 rettigheder og at risikoen for fattigdom er høj ved skilsmisse. 


Jeg undersøger også kulturens og politikkers betydning i måden hvorpå de påvirker 
individers opfattelser af hvilken rolle staten bør spille i pleje og i individernes tilbage-
trækningspræferencer. Individers handlinger er forankret i deres idéer og præferen-
cer, som er baseret på kulturelle normer og politikker i samfundet. Undersøgelser af 
holdninger  til  børnepleje  og  tilbagetrækningspræferencer  viser,  at  betydningen  af 
politikker og kultur går videre end til blot at forme incitamentsstrukturer: de former 
individers idéer og præferencer igennem internaliseringsprocesser. Derfor kan vi kan 
konkludere, at familiens tilvejebringelse af velfærd stadig er forankret i både kultur 
og politikker, og at  kultur og  politikker påvirker  måderne  hvorpå individer tænker 
om, handler på, og oplever, velfærd, der ydes af familien. 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 


Welfare states emerged in the golden age of industrial production in the 1950s and 
 1960s, where workers were paid family wages sufficient to maintain an entire nuclear 
 family  on  one  income.  While  men  were  involved  in  paid  work,  women  typically 
 stayed at home to care for the children or dependent elders. Hence, the male bread-
 winner model was the cornerstone of society on which the welfare state was built. 


Therefore,  welfare  states  were  typically  oriented  towards  the  main  risk  in  such  a 
 society: the loss of income for the breadwinner. To deal with these ‘old’ social risks, 
 social security schemes were developed, protecting the breadwinner against loss of 
 income due to unemployment, old age or disability (Taylor-Gooby, 2004). 


Since the heydays of welfare state development, society has undergone some major 
 changes. One of these changes has been the transformation of ideas about the role of 
 women  in  family  and  society  (Esping-Andersen,  2009).  In  Western  societies, 
 women’s  roles  have  moved  from  an  inward  or  ‘centripetal’  orientation  where  the 
 woman’s focus was on the family, in the direction of a more outward or ‘centrifugal’ 


orientation  towards  the  labour  market  (Jensen,  1996,  p.  53).  The  increased  labour 
 market participation of women challenged the welfare state and generated new social 
 risks  regarding  child-  and  eldercare,  as  well  as  a  new  need  for  work-family 
 reconciliation  policies  (Bonoli,  2007;  Taylor-Gooby,  2004).  Moreover,  the 
 fundamental assumption on which welfare states were built, a stable nuclear family 
 in  which  a  married  couple  would  stay  together  ‘till  death  do  us  part’,  became 
 untenable (Bonoli, 2007; Pierson, 2001a). Increasing divorce rates and the emergence 
 of  new  family  forms  challenged  the  focus  of  protecting  the  breadwinner  income, 
 especially in Bismarckian welfare states where social security guaranteed an income 
 to the  worker rather than to the citizen. Hence, the transition of the  family creates 
 pressures for welfare state expansion to cover new social risks, and for welfare state 
 adaption to readjust social policies to new family forms. 


In this dissertation, I further explore the relationship between gender and the welfare 
state answering the following research question: How are opinions, preferences and 
actions related to women’s conditions and their roles in social policy throughout the 
life course? The dissertation comprises four articles, each focusing on different areas 
of  social  policy  and  different  elements  of  the  research  question  (opinions, 
preferences, actions and conditions or outcomes). The four articles of this dissertation 
are related to different stages in the life course. The research is thus linked to the role 
of the family in provision of welfare at different stages in life: childcare and (early) 
motherhood; eldercare and ‘late daughterhood’; the retirement transition; and poverty 
and  income  security  after  retirement.  The  goal  of  this  introduction  is  to  supply  an 
overarching  theoretical  framework  within  which  the  four  articles  can  be  situated, 
discussing  the  central  theories  and  concepts  in  greater  depth,  and  to  present  the 
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methods used more thoroughly than is possible in one article. In this introduction, I 
 briefly  present  the  four  articles  and  subsequently  motivate  my  choice  to  discuss 
 institutionalism and the concept of defamilisation in the theoretical framework. 


The first article, Do self-interest, ideology and national context influence opinions on 
 government support for childcare for working parents? A multilevel analysis,1 deals 
 with  opinions  of  people  regarding  whether  the  state  should  be  responsible  for 
 childcare for working parents, and as such is closely related the question of mothers’ 


employment.  Using  2008  European  Social  Survey  (ESS)  data,  it  assesses  to  what 
 extent  five  different  hypotheses  used  in  the  literature  on  welfare  opinions  more 
 generally can explain whether individuals favour government support for childcare 
 services  for  working  parents.  Individuals’  ideologies,  including  both  gender  and 
 welfare  ideologies  (‘ideology  hypothesis’),  and  self-interest  (‘self-interest  hypo-
 thesis’)  are  rather  bad  predictors  of  these  opinions,  particularly  the  latter.  Even 
 though the country-level accounts for only one tenth of total variance, the hypotheses 
 related  to  the  aggregate  level  perform  much  better.  Certain  aspects  of  childcare 
 policies  (‘institutional  effect  hypothesis’),  in  particular  the  average  amount  of 
 childcare  hours  available  per  week,  appear  to  affect  opinions,  supporting  the 
 institutional  effects  hypothesis.  Also  public  interest  (‘public  interest  hypothesis’) 
 contributes to explaining opinions regarding government support for childcare, with 
 these  opinions  being  related  to  the  female  employment  rate  and  the  prevalence  of 
 part-time  work.  Finally,  there  are  some  important  cultural  effects  of  religious 
 affiliation and the shared idea of welfare provision being a government responsibility 
 in society (‘culture hypothesis’). 


The second article, When do people want to retire? The preferred retirement age gap 
 between Eastern and Western Europe explained,2 co-authored with Ave Roots, aims 
 to  explain  retirement  preferences  in  Europe.  The  article  deals  with  ageing  and 
 extending working lives, focusing on the gender gap in retirement preferences. For 
 the analysis,  we employ European Social  Survey  (ESS)  data again, this time  from 
 2010. At the individual level, retirement preferences are linked to job demand and 
 job  control,  typical  predictors  of  issues  such  as  stress  and  health  problems.  Also 
 retirement policies affect individuals’ retirement preferences, in particular the legal 
 retirement  age.  Differences  between  male  and  female  legal  retirement  ages 
        


1 De Tavernier, W. (2015). Do self-interest, ideology and national context influence opinions 
 on government support for childcare for working parents? A multilevel analysis. In I. Salagean, 
 C. Lomos & A. Hartung (Eds.), The young and the elderly at risk: Individual outcomes and 
 contemporary policy challenges in European societies (pp. 181-204). Mortsel: Intersentia. 


2  De  Tavernier,  W.,  &  Roots,  A.  (2015).  When  do  people  want  to  retire?  The  preferred 
retirement  age  gap  between  Eastern  and  Western  Europe  explained. Studies  of  Transition 
States and Societies, 7(3), 7-20. 
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substantially  account  for  differences  in  retirement  preferences  between  men  and 
 women. 


After a paper on opinions and one on preferences, the third article, Culture matters: 


Employment,  informal  eldercare  and  caregiver  burden  in  Europe,3  deals  with 
 women’s actions and their outcomes. Based on data from women in their 50s and 60s 
 from the Survey on Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), I show how 
 cultural  norms  about  family  responsibilities  in  eldercare  are  related  to  women’s 
 decisions  to  give  informal  care  for  dependent  elders.  The  paper  also  goes  a  step 
 further and links these norms to outcomes of providing care in terms of well-being. 


The  paper  yields  some  interesting  results.  First,  no  relation  is  found  between  the 
 employment of women and their involvement in informal care. Second, the share of 
 women  in  the  population  supplying  informal  care  is  surprisingly  stable  over  all 
 countries in the dataset, though there are large differences in the amount of time spent 
 caring  on  average  in  these  countries.  And  third,  cultural  norms  appear  to  be  an 
 important  moderator  of  the  relationship  between  caregiving  and  well-being:  the 
 informal  caregiver  burden  seems  to  affect  countries  where  family  care  is  not  the 
 norm, while well-being is actually higher among informal carers in countries where 
 family care is the norm. 


The fourth article, co-authored with Hans Peeters, Lifecourses, pensions and poverty 
 among elderly women in Belgium: Interactions between family history, work history 
 and  pension  regulations,4  focuses  on  outcomes  and  takes  a  more  historical 
 perspective. It illustrates  with data from Belgian administrative registers how path 
 dependent policies are not being adapted to women’s changing life courses leading 
 to problematic outcomes – in casu poverty after retirement. Price and Ginn (2006) 
 for instance note that women have lower pensions because of their lower participation 
 rates  in  the  labour  market  resulting  from  their  care  responsibilities  at  home  and 
 gender  discrimination  in  wage  setting,  factors  taken  into  account  in  pension 
 calculation.  However,  in  the  paper  we  illustrate  that  whether  this  leads  to 
 precariousness  after  retirement  very  much  depends  on  the  pension  regulations  in 
 place:  the  Belgian  pension  system  is  very  protective  against  ‘old’  risks  such  as 
 widowhood, but fails to offer social protection in case of ‘newer’ social risks such as 
 divorce. 


The  goal  of  the  theoretical  framework  in  this  introduction  is  to  explain  how  the 
 different  elements  in  the  research  question  (opinions,  preferences,  actions, 
        


3 De Tavernier, W. Culture matters: Employment, informal eldercare and caregiver burden in 
 Europe. Article submitted. 


4 Peeters, H., & De Tavernier, W. (2015). Lifecourses, pensions and poverty among elderly 
 women in Belgium: Interactions between family history, work history and pension regulations. 


Ageing and Society, 35(6), 1171-1199. 
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outcomes), which are each discussed in a separate article, are related. As such, the 
 introduction theoretically ties the articles together and places them within one broader 
 theoretical  framework.  In  the  theoretical  framework  I  discuss  in  more  depth  what 
 constitutes opinions, preferences and actions of individuals, and how they are related 
 to macro-level aspects such as norms and policies. The section also illuminates issues 
 not explained in the articles, among others why policies tend to be stable over time 
 even  when  societies  change,  and  how  emerging  incongruences  can  impact  both 
 society and policy. New institutionalism offers a theoretical framework  connecting 
 all  the  dots,  linking  these  different  elements.  The  different  institutionalisms  each 
 highlight different aspects of this relation between individual actions and  structural 
 factors such as policies and culture: rational choice institutionalism links policies and 
 preferences  with  actions;  sociological  institutionalism  connects  norms  and  actions 
 through internalisation of those norms; and historical institutionalism deals with the 
 remaking of institutions through individual action. The research question also refers 
 to women’s roles and social policy throughout the life course. Indeed, welfare states 
 have played an important role in the institutionalisation of the life course, determining 
 who  to  be  and  what  to  do  depending  on  one’s  chronological  age  (Kohli,  2007). 


Through this process, social policies and welfare cultures not only steer individuals’ 


life  courses,  but  also  connect  events  earlier  in  life  to  new  outcomes.  Whereas  the 
 articles each focus on a specific period in life, I discuss in the theoretical framework 
 how these are linked over the life course through institutionalisation of the life course, 
 thus  exploring  the  relation  between  the  life  course  perspective  and  institutionalist 
 theory. Hence, in the first part of the theoretical framework (Section 2.1), I discuss 


‘new  institutionalism’  in  depth,  explain  how  it  ties  the  concepts  of  opinions, 
 preferences and actions together and links them to norms and policies, and integrates 
 the life course and institutionalist perspectives. 


The research question focuses on the effects of social policy on women’s conditions, 
 preferences and actions. The concept of ‘defamilisation’ is a core concept in feminist 
 social policy literature, initially launched as a critique of Esping-Andersen’s (1990) 
 male-centred  concept  of  decommodification,  entirely  overlooking  the  family  as  a 
 provider of welfare and the role of women therein. As the provision of care within 
 the family still largely remains the responsibility of women, the extent to which the 
 state  takes  over  the  provision  of  care  from  the  family  has  an  important  impact  on 
 women’s lives and increases their choices of what to do. Hence, defamilisation is the 
 main  concept  related  to  the  analysis  of  the  role  of  gender  and  the  family  in  social 
 policy. All four articles deal with such issues of the role of gender and the family in 
 social  policy,  and  even  though  the  concepts  of  familialism  and  defamilisation  are 
 explicitly  referred  to  in  two  of  the  articles,  none  of  the  articles  contain  a  critical 
 discussion of the concept. Therefore, I provide a critical discussion of defamilisation 
 in the second part of the theoretical framework (Section 2.2), showing that  there is 
 much  debate  and  little  agreement  about  what  the  concept  exactly  entails. 


Furthermore, by reflecting on the concept of defamilisation in light of the life course, 
I come to the conclusion that defamilisation could be a useful concept when studying 
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specific  policies,  though  it  might  not  be  suitable  for  the  analysis  of  networks  of 
 dependence throughout life. 


After the theoretical framework, where both institutionalism and defamilisation are 
discussed, I elaborate on the  research  methods  used in the  articles comprising this 
dissertation. The articles are all based on quantitative data, and make use of multilevel 
linear regression and logistic regression. As there is little room to discuss research 
methods at length in the articles, they are presented in more detail here, introducing 
the methods and why they are used, and discussing benefits and pitfalls. Finally, in 
the  conclusions,  the  findings  of  the  articles  are  related  back  to  the  theoretical 
framework presented here. 



(24)
(25)
CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL  FRAMEWORK 


The four articles deal with each of the elements of the research question – opinions, 
 preferences,  actions  and  conditions  (or  outcomes)  –  separately,  and  link  them  to 
 social  policies  and/or  cultural  norms.  However,  several  theoretical  issues  remain 
 unexplored  in  the  articles,  as  two  take  a  very  empirical  approach  (the  articles  on 
 childcare  opinions  and  poverty  after  retirement)  and  the  theoretical  framework  is 
 relatively limited in the other two, for instance regarding the relation between norms, 
 roles or identities, and well-being in the article on informal eldercare. At the same 
 time, all articles take an institutionalist approach, either by explicitly referring to the 
 different  institutionalisms  with  their  respective  logics  (e.g.,  rational  choice 
 institutionalism and the logic of calculation, or sociological institutionalism and the 
 logic of appropriateness), or implicitly by illustrating a situation that exemplifies an 
 institutionalist logic (e.g., the inertia in Belgian pension legislation as a textbook case 
 of  the  logic  of  path  dependence  in  historical  institutionalism,  see  Section  2.1.4). 


Moreover,  the  theoretical  framework  presented  here  also  aims  to  transcend  and 
 integrate the stories of the four otherwise rather self-contained articles that make up 
 this  dissertation,  tying  together  the  core  concepts  of  each  article.  Indeed, 
 institutionalism  offers  a  theoretical  framework  that  allows  for  the  incorporation  of 
 the  four articles. The three different institutionalisms  (rational choice,  sociological 
 and historical institutionalism) each focus on specific aspects of the relation between 
 opinions,  preferences,  actions,  conditions,  norms  and  policies.  In  rational  choice 
 institutionalist  thinking,  individuals  are  rational  actors  seeking  to  execute  their 
 preferences; sociological institutionalism explains the origins of those preferences as 
 the result of internalisation of societal norms in individuals’ identities; and historical 
 institutionalism  incorporates  the  temporal  aspect  by  focusing  on  the  reproduction 
 (and occasional change) of norms and policies over time. In sum, institutionalism can 
 not only explain how opinions, preferences, actions and outcomes are constituted and 
 related to norms and policies, but also how they are interrelated. 


After  presenting  and  reflecting  on  the  different  strands  in  institutionalist  theory 
(Sections 2.1.1-2.1.4), institutionalism is linked to the life course (Section 2.1.5). The 
life  course  perspective  links  events  taking  place  at  different  stages  in  life,  linking 
things happening earlier to decisions and/or outcomes later in life. As such, it links 
childcare  and  eldercare  issues  to  retirement  decisions  and  outcomes  in  terms  of 
pension income. This interdependence of life events and conditions over time is the 
result  of  the  legal  and  normative  institutionalisation  of  the  life  course.  Perverse 
situations can – and do – occur when life course institutions change over time, for 
instance when legal life course institutions today have not adapted to the evolutions 
in normative life course institutions. 
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In the second part of the theoretical framework (Section 2.2), I discuss the concept of 
 defamilisation. The concept has its roots in the feminist critique of the absence of the 
 role  of  gender  and  the  family  in  Esping-Andersen’s  (1990)  analysis  of  welfare 
 regimes, and is now a central concept in the analysis of the role of gender and the 
 family in welfare states. As such, I also refer explicitly to the concept in two articles 
 (those  on  childcare  opinions  and  informal  eldercare),  and  even  though  it  is  not 
 explicitly  mentioned  in  the  other  two  (the  articles  on  retirement  preferences  and 
 poverty after retirement), they both touch upon issues that could easily be analysed 
 from a defamilisation perspective. However, at no point do I scrutinise the concept 
 of defamilisation in the articles, despite there being some fundamental disagreements 
 in the literature on what the concept exactly entails. Therefore, the section presents 
 differences  in  understandings  of  the  concept,  and  aims  to  go  beyond  those 
 disagreements and present a specific conceptualisation of defamilisation. 


2.1. NEW INSTITUTIONALISM 


Following March and Olsen’s (1984) critique on political theory, ‘new institutiona-
 list’ thinking has become the main paradigm in political science and policy studies. 


Whereas  interests  (actors’  preferences),  power  (distribution  of  resources)  and 


‘constitutions’ (‘the constraints imposed by the rules of the game’ (March & Olsen, 
 1984, p. 739)) were considered as exogenous factors in political theory of the era, the 
 authors argue that all three are at least partially endogenous to the political process. 


These critiques are incorporated in different strands of new institutionalism. Hall and 
 Taylor  (1996)  distinguish  three  strands  in  new  institutionalist  thinking:  rational 
 choice, sociological and historical institutionalism. However, together with several 
 other  authors,  they  argue  that  there  are  only  two  different  approaches  to  how 
 institutions  matter  for  individual  behaviour  in  institutionalism:  the  economic 


‘calculus approach’ and the sociological ‘cultural approach’ (Hall & Taylor, 1996; 


Knill & Lenschow, 2001; Mahoney, 2000; Searing, 1991). In the calculus approach, 
 individuals  are  strategic  actors  acting  rationally  to  maximise  their  utility;  in  the 
 cultural approach, individuals interpret the world and act based on norms, ideas and 
 world  views.  These  two  approaches  coincide  with  the  basic  principles  of  rational 
 choice and sociological institutionalism, respectively. 


Historical  institutionalists,  in  explaining  how  exactly  ‘history  matters’  for  current 
 institutions, rely on either one or a combination of both approaches. As such, much 
 like  life  course  research,5  historical  institutionalism  is  a  perspective  more  than  a 
 theory on how institutions develop and interact with individuals. In fact, one could 
 even argue that the time dimension inherent to the dialectical process of the institution 
 and  action  constituting  one  another  means  that  sociological  institutionalism  is 
        


5 Radl (2014) indeed notes that the life course idea is concerned with the same logic of ‘path 
dependence’ that also forms the basis of historical institutionalism. 
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historical by its very nature: institutions are seen as prior to individual action, which 
 in  turn  confirms  and  recreates  institutions  (Bell,  2011;  Buhari-Gulmez,  2010; 


Finnemore, 1996; Scott, 2008; Zafirovski, 2004; Zucker, 1977). 


Some authors (e.g., Ginosar, 2014; Mackay, Kenny & Chappell, 2010) add a fourth, 
 more recent type of institutionalism: constructivist (Hay, 2006; 2004) or discursive 
 institutionalism (Schmidt, 2010),  which focuses on the role of ideas and how they 
 spread. However, as none of the articles in this thesis deal with discourses, I will not 
 go into this issue. In this section, I first discuss the different types of institutionalism 
 with a focus on opinions, preferences, actions and outcomes; then I will integrate the 
 different institutionalisms and combine them into a life course perspective. 


2.1.1. RATIONAL CHOICE, PREFERENCES AND PREFERENCE 
 THEORY 


Hall and Taylor’s (1996) ‘calculus approach’ is at the core of rational choice theory. 


Individuals have a fixed set of preferences, rationally choose how to act and do so 
 strategically and instrumentally to fulfil those preferences as much as possible – that 
 is, to maximise their utility. As such, action requires ‘extensive calculation’ (Hall & 


Taylor,  1996,  p.  945). Labour  supply  theory  is  the  application  of  rational  choice 
 theory on the decision to enter the labour market. A person enters the labour market 
 if the value of working – that is, the wage – is higher than the value of not working 
 (Blau, Ferber & Winkler, 2010, p. 89). Utility is derived from the consumption of 
 goods and services, which requires both non-working time and an income from work. 


Therefore, the individual choses what he or she considers the ‘optimal’ combination 
 of income from work (and thus working time) on the one hand, and non-working time 
 and  consumption  on  the  other.  As  such,  the  individual  is  assumed  to  prefer  more 
 income and less working time. 


In the rational choice institutionalist view, institutions are formal rules agreed to by 
 rational  actors  to  reduce  the  uncertainty  of  how  others  will  act,  and  of  the 
 consequences of their own actions (Hall & Taylor, 1996; North, 1990; Peters, 2012). 


The  major  advantage  of  rational  choice  institutionalism  is  that  it  has  a  very  clear 
 explanation for why institutions affect individuals: individuals follow institutions in 
 response  to  rewards  or  punishments  attached.  As  individuals  are  assumed  to  have 
 fixed preferences – a preference for time and money in labour supply theory (Cloïn, 
 Keuzenkamp & Plantenga, 2011; Hakim, 2000) –, they respond to institutions in a 
 rational way, either by using them to their benefit or by trying to change or remove 
 them if they think they limit their utility maximisation (Ginosar, 2014; Peters, 2012; 


Zafirovski, 2004). 


Rational choice theory has received many critiques. Several authors have pointed out 
that  the  assumption  of  fixed  preferences  is  problematic.  Rational  choice  theory 



(28)THE FAMILY AS PROVIDER OF WELFARE 


10


cannot  explain  where  preferences  come  from,  and  if  they  are  indeed  fixed,6  then 
 institutional  change  can  only  occur  if  circumstances  change  –  meaning  that  both 
 preferences  and  institutional  change  are  exogenous  to  the  model  (Bell,  2011; 


Clemens & Cook, 1999; Edeling, 1998; Hakim, 2000; Hall & Taylor, 1996; Peters, 
 2012). Also the assumption of rational and self-centred individuals has been critiqued 
 for  limiting  individual  agency  to  rational  utility  maximisation  and  overlooking 
 alternative reasons for individuals’ actions. Pfau-Effinger and Rostgaard (2011b), for 
 instance, argue that the assumption of self-centred and egoistic actors is incompatible 
 with the moral roots of care work and cannot explain the gendered division of labour 
 therein. 


Hakim (2000) aims to find a compromise between rational choice theory and some 
 of these critiques. She criticises the standard assumption in labour supply theory that 
 women prefer family life over paid labour: ‘Economists’ usual assumption is that all 
 women give priority to family activities and responsibilities, simply because it is only 
 the female that gives birth’ (p. 4). Instead, she proposes a different theory, ‘preference 
 theory’, arguing that  women  have  heterogeneous preferences regarding paid  work 
 and the family, and that their labour market behaviour largely corresponds to these 
 preferences.  Women,  Hakim  (2000)  argues,  can  broadly  be  categorised  into  three 
 groups based on their preferences: home-centred women with a preference for staying 
 at home and focusing on the family; work-centred women who focus on their careers; 


and adaptive women who seek to strike a balance between both, leading to interrupted 
 and unplanned careers and enrolment in part-time work. 


Despite the effort to reconcile rational choice theory with the normative framework 
 of sociology, pointing out that preferences are embedded in ‘local social and cultural 
 institutions’ (p. 168) and that they ‘do not predict outcomes with complete certainty’ 


(p. 169), Hakim’s (2000) preference theory does not escape these same criticisms. 


Particularly, her optimism about the decreasing structural and cultural constraints on 
 women’s choices, and the idea that women ‘can choose to reproduce or transform 
 social  structures’  (Hakim,  2000,  p.  170)  has  been  the  subject  of  harsh  criticism. 


Several  authors  have  argued  that  Hakim  underestimates  the  role  of  cultural 
 constraints, from the role norms play in shaping preferences to  the constraints they 
 place on the choices women make about commitment to work and family life (James, 
 2009; Johnstone & Lee, 2016; Lewis, 2006; Närvi, 2012; Pfau-Effinger, 2012), and 
 that  women’s  options  remain  very  constrained  due  to  structural  and  institutional 
 issues  such  as  the  lack  of  childcare  or  suitable  jobs  (Crompton  &  Lyonette,  2005; 


       


6  As  rational  choice  institutionalists  take  preferences  as  a  ‘given’,  they  do  not  occupy 
themselves with the question of where preferences come from. While disregarding the origins 
of  preferences de  facto  indeed  means  the  assumption  of  fixed  preferences,  rational  choice 
theory  does  not  necessarily  involve  the  theoretical  assumption  of  fixed  preferences  (e.g., 
Pollak, 2002, p. 5). 
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2006;  Debacker,  2008;  James,  2009;  Kangas  &  Rostgaard,  2007;  Kumra,  2010; 


Lewis, 2006; McDowell, Ray, Perrons, Fagon & Ward, 2005; McRae, 2003; Närvi, 
 2012;  Radl, 2014;  Stähli,  Le  Goff,  Levy  &  Widmer,  2009;  Steiber  &  Haas,  2009; 


Tomlinson, 2006). In the words of McRae (2003, p. 333): ‘Hakim appears to confuse 
 voluntary action with genuine or unconstrained choice’. 


After  criticising  economists  for  assuming  preferences  are  stable,  Hakim  (2000) 
 makes  the  same  assumption  when  stating  that  women  remain  faithful  to  their 
 preference groups.  This assumption  has  also been the subject of criticism  in  many 
 studies,  arguing  that  women  cannot  be  categorised  into  three  distinct  groups 
 (Hagelskamp, Hughes, Yoshikawa & Chaudry, 2011; James, 2009; McDowell et al., 
 2005; McRae, 2003), that there is little consistency in group membership over time 
 (Campbell & van Wanrooy, 2013; Johnstone & Lee, 2016), and that preferences not 
 only  determine  women’s  employment  choices,  but  that  women  also  adapt  their 
 preferences to the employment situation they find themselves in (Kan, 2007; Kanji 


&  Cahusac,  2015;  Schober  &  Scott,  2012;  Steiber  &  Haas,  2012).  Furthermore, 
 Hakim (2000) claims that, while family-centred and work-centred women have stable 
 preferences over time, adaptive women would be more responsive to policies as their 
 preferences  are  more  dependent  on  changes  in  opportunities  or  constraints.  This 
 claim generates a duality in the understanding of the concept of ‘preferences’. With 
 the  term  ‘preferences’, she  refers both to  more  ‘fundamental’ preferences that  are 
 stable  over  time,  such  as  being  oriented  towards  the  family  or  towards  the  labour 
 market,  and  to  preferences  for  concrete  actions,  such  as  staying  at  home,  working 
 part-time  etc.  Indeed,  there  is  no  reason  for  adaptive  women’s  fundamental 
 preferences  (combining  both  a  qualitative  working  and  family  life)  to  change 
 depending  on  the  policies  a  government  passes.  But  their  preferences  for  concrete 
 actions  will  be  affected  by  changes  in  opportunity  structures  that  facilitate  this 
 combination or make certain options more attractive. 


Finally, both labour supply and preference theory assume a far-going individualisa-
 tion, where the individual makes decisions by him or herself. However, the reality is 
 more  complicated,  with  partners  negotiating  the  division  of  labour  within  the 
 household  (Duncan,  Edwards,  Reynolds  &  Alldred,  2003; Duncan  &  Irwin,  2004; 


Krüger  &  Levy,  2001;  Närvi,  2012).  Research  shows  that,  among  couples,  the 
 partners’ attitudes also affect one’s involvement in home work and childcare (Cooke, 
 L.  P.,  2006;  Gaunt  &  Scott,  2014),  and  that  husbands’  attitudes  affect  women’s 
 employment decisions (Debacker, 2008; Kangas & Rostgaard, 2007; Kanji, 2011). 


Furthermore,  retirement  decisions  are  made  at  the  household  level  (Loretto  & 



(30)THE FAMILY AS PROVIDER OF WELFARE 


12


Vickerstaff, 2012). The idea of negotiation is entirely absent from these rationalist 
 approaches.7


Despite all these critiques, rational choice theories do contribute to a better under-
 standing of women’s employment and care choices. It can help us understand why 
 and  how  individuals  respond  to  policies.  Indeed,  the  major  advantage  of  rational 
 choice institutionalism is that it offers a very clear explanation for why the institutions 
 at  the  macro-level  affect  individuals  at  the  micro-level:  they  follow  institutions  in 
 response to rewards or punishments attached. Most agree that personal preferences 
 are important for the decisions individuals make, even though the discussion is about 
 the  extent  to  which  this  decisional  latitude  is  limited  by  structural  and  cultural 
 constraints. 


The rational choice institutionalist perspective is included in the article on childcare 
 opinions  (for  a  discussion  on  opinions  and  rational  choice  institutionalism,  see 
 Section  2.1.3)  and  informal  eldercare.  In  the  former,  the  assumption  is  that 
 individuals  would  support  policies  from  which  they  (could)  benefit;  the  rational 
 choice perspective in the latter refers to considerations of the division of time between 
 work and informal care that are at the core of labour supply theory. Finally, though 
 not explicitly done so in the article on retirement preferences, the relation between 
 the individual’s health and retirement preferences could be analysed from a rational 
 choice perspective.  Indeed, the desire to quit paid work  may be an understandable 
 rational response to health problems in case working longer may  jeopardise health 
 further, or when the health problems negatively affect the individual’s productivity 
 and therefore his or her earnings capacity, reducing the gap between (potential) work 
 and non-work income. 


2.1.2. SOCIOLOGICAL INSTITUTIONALISM: NORMS AND 
 PREFERENCES 


Apart from the ‘calculus approach’, Hall and Taylor (1996) also identify a ‘cultural 
 approach’  that  is  at  the  core  of  sociological  institutionalism.  In  this  approach, 
 individuals act upon their ideas and worldviews, as well as on their interpretations of 
 reality. Sociological institutionalism has a very different nature compared to rational 
 choice institutionalism, first and foremost because the concept of ‘institution’ has a 
 very different meaning (Alasuutari, 2015; Bevir & Rhodes, 2010; Finnemore, 1996; 


Ginosar,  2014;  Hall  &  Taylor,  1996;  Peters,  2012).  While  rational  choice 
 institutionalists reduce institutions to formal regulations, sociological institutionalists 


       


7  This  does not  mean  that  negotiation  is not  present in  rational  choice  theory  in  general.  In 
Gerry Becker’s New Home Economics, for instance, there is a movement toward the inclusion 
of a bargaining perspective (Chiappori & Lewbel, 2015, p. 411, see e.g. Becker, 1974). 
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have a much wider understanding of the concept, referring to collective  understan-
 dings about how one should act: 


From this perspective, institutions provide moral or cognitive templates 
 for interpretation and action.  The individual is seen as an  entity deeply 
 embedded  in  a  world  of  institutions,  composed  of  symbols,  scripts  and 
 routines, which provide the filters for interpretation, of both the situation 
 and oneself, out of which a course of action is constructed. (Hall & Taylor, 
 1996, p. 939) 


Institutions in the sociological sense comprise not just formal rules, but also shared 
 norms and ideas about what is right or wrong, cognitive scripts and routines, symbols 
 and  meanings  (Bevir  &  Rhodes,  2010;  Denzau  &  North,  1994;  Finnemore,  1996; 


Pfau-Effinger, 2005; Pfau-Effinger & Rostgaard, 2011b; Schmidt, 2010; Scott, 2008; 


Searle, 2005; Zucker, 1977). In other words, sociological institutions define which 
 behaviour  is appropriate  in  a  certain  context  (Knill  &  Lenschow,  2001;  Mackay, 
 Monro & Waylen, 2009; March & Olsen, 1989; Olsen, 2009; Schmidt, 2010; Scott, 
 2008). In this understanding of the concept, institutions and culture are synonymous 
 (Alasuutari,  2015;  Grendstad  &  Selle,  1995;  Hall  &  Taylor,  1996).  In  contrast  to 
 rational choice institutionalism, where institutions are considered exogenous to the 
 individual,  these  cultural  ideas  are  internalised  through socialisation  processes, 
 shaping  individuals’  roles,  identities  and  preferences  (Edeling,  1998;  Finnemore, 
 1996; Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Hall & Taylor, 1996; Hodgson, 2007; Immergut, 1998; 


Mackay  et  al.,  2009;  Olsen,  2009;  Powell  &  Colyvas,  2012;  Ruitenberg,  2016; 


Schmidt,  2010)  –  hence,  institutions  not  only  constrain  individuals,  they  also 
 constitute or ‘mould’ them and as such play an enabling role (Clemens & Cook, 1999; 


Finnemore, 1996; Grendstad & Selle, 1995; Hodgson, 2007; Schmidt, 2010; Searle, 
 2005). Once internalised, individuals act upon their norms and values, their beliefs 
 of what is good and bad or right and wrong (Pfau-Effinger & Rostgaard, 2011b). By 
 doing so, individuals confirm and recreate institutions (Bell, 2011; Buhari-Gulmez, 
 2010;  Finnemore,  1996;  Hodgson,  2007;  Powell  &  Colyvas,  2012;  Scott,  2008; 


Zucker,  1977).  Hence,  institutions  and  individual  action  are  mutually  constitutive. 


Over  time,  these  norms  and  practices  are  formalised  by  policy-makers  seeking 
 legitimacy: by acting in accordance with certain norms, actors and their actions are 
 seen as legitimate by those with whom they share these norms (Hall & Taylor, 1996; 


Mackay et al., 2009; Miller & Banaszak-Holl, 2005). 


Hence,  in  sociological  institutionalism,  cultural  norms  and  ideas  are  internalised 
 through  socialisation  processes,  where  they  do  not  just  shape  individuals’ 


preferences,  but  the  individuals  themselves.  Some  authors  refer  to  this  as  shaping 
identities (Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Hagelskamp et al., 2011; Kanji & Cahusac, 2015), 
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others  as  dispositions8  (James,  2009;  Vincent,  2016)  or mental  models  (Denzau  & 


North, 1994). As a result of the internalised nature of sociological institutions, they 
 function  in  a  rather  different  way  than  institutions  as  perceived  by  rational  choice 
 institutionalists.  Whereas  in  the  latter  case,  the  individual  has  to  be  aware  of  the 
 existence  of  the  institution  to  consider  the  costs  and  benefits  of  acting  upon  it  as 
 compared to those of alternative courses of action, sociological institutions ‘influence 
 behaviour not simply by specifying what one should do but also by specifying what 
 one  can  imagine  oneself  doing  in  a  given  context’  (Hall  &  Taylor,  1996,  p.  948). 


Indeed,  taboos  or  ‘unthinkable  actions’  are  a  fundamental  part  of  identities 
 (Fershtman, Gneezy & Hoffman, 2011). 


The fact that individuals act upon their mental models does not mean that sociological 
 institutionalism denies rationality, as certain critics suggest (Mackay et al., 2010; e.g., 
 Hakim,  2000).  While  some  merely  suggest  that  rationality  is  limited  by  certain 
 boundaries (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Pfau-Effinger, 2005; Scherger, 2009), others have 
 argued that decisions about such fundamental issues such as work or care are made 
 with a different kind of rationality: an ‘internal conversation’ (Archer, 2004) in which 
 individuals  ‘“weigh”  one  role  against  another’  and  ‘evaluate  their  social  concerns 
 against  their  other  commitments’  (Archer,  2004,  p.  293),  or  a  ‘moral  rationality’ 


(Duncan  et  al.,  2003;  Duncan  &  Irwin,  2004),  in  which  individuals  ‘take  such 
 decisions with reference to moral and socially negotiated (not individual) views about 
 what behaviour is right and proper’ (Duncan et al., 2003, p. 310). Utility maximising 
 rationality  only  comes  in  second  place.  Through  this  process  of  moral  rationality, 
 individuals turn their  wider norms and ideas about  how to act into preferences for 
 concrete  action:  ‘This  preference  is  not  readily  accommodated  (…),  but  depends 
 rather  on  moral  reasoning  about  the  best  way  of  allocating  time  and  resources  in 
 relation  to  other  people’s  needs’  (Duncan  &  Irwin,  2004,  p.  392).  This  moral 
 rationality plays an important role when the individual experiences conflicting norms 
 in  a  certain  situation.  Such  a  ‘“lack  of  ﬁt”  (…)  enables  individuals  to  perceive 
 previously  taken-for-granted  conditions,  and  opens  up  possibilities  for  change’ 


(James,  2009,  p.  318).  Indeed,  mismatches  between  norms  are  the  drivers  of 
 institutional  change  in  sociological  institutionalism,  meaning  that  change  in 
 sociological institutionalism is at least partly endogenous to the model (Finnemore, 
 1996; Kangas & Vestheim, 2010; Scott, 2008). 


The article on retirement preferences includes a section on sociological institutiona-
 lism  related  to  the  question  of  how  formal  rules  are  internalised  into  individuals, 
 discussing both this non-economic form of rationality and a certain ‘embodiment’ of 
        


8  Interestingly,  Hakim  (2000)  also  refers  the  family-centred,  home-centred  and  adaptive 
categories as ‘“packages” of predispositions’ (p. 189, emphasis added), suggesting that they 
are  indeed  of  a  more  fundamental  nature  and  do  not  change  with  changing  opportunity 
structures the way the preferences for concrete action of adaptive women do. 
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formal regulations through the creation of habits. Further, sociological institutiona-
 lism is also present in the article on informal eldercare with its strong focus on the 
 role  of  norms,  both  in  eldercare  decisions  and  outcomes  in  terms  of  well-being. 


Though  sociological  institutionalism  is  not  explicitly  mentioned  in  the  other  two 
 articles,  both  articles  illustrate  the  role  of  norms  in  the  formation  of  individuals’ 


opinions  (article  on  childcare  opinions)  and  in  women’s  employment  decisions 
 (article on poverty in retirement). 


2.1.3. INTERMEDIARY REFLECTIONS ON OPINIONS, ACTIONS AND 
 OUTCOMES9


Now  that  I  have  explained  both  rational  choice  and  sociological  institutionalist 
 approaches,  and  distinguished  mental  models  (or  ‘fundamental  preferences’)  from 
 preferences for concrete action – from now on the term ‘preferences’ will only refer 
 to the latter10 –, the question is how opinions fit into this scheme. Concepts such as 
 norms, let alone ‘internalised norms’ have no place in a rational choice institutionalist 
 view, as the individual merely is a rational actor deciding on how to maximise his or 
 her own  utility. Therefore, opinions are only relevant from  this perspective if they 
 refer to preferences for action. Within rational choice theory, such preferences reflect 
 the self-interest of the individual, as it refers to the individual choosing to maximise 
 utility. 


In a sociological institutionalist view,  opinions can reflect both mental models and 
 preferences,  though  classifying  opinions  in  either  category  has  important 
 consequences for how we can analyse and explain opinions. If we were to perceive 
 them as reflections of mental models, then we can expect broader culture in society 
 to affect opinions, but it would mean that we cannot analyse opinions as a function 
 of other opinions, as they would be at the same level (both reflecting mental models) 
 and therefore they would at best correlate, but could not be causally related to one 
 another – making an explanation of one opinion in terms of the other irrelevant. If, 
 on  the  other  hand,  we  classify  them  as  preferences,  then  we  can  explain  them  in 
 relation  to  mental  models,  meaning  that  we  could  relate  specific  opinions  to  more 
 fundamental  ideas  about  how  the  individual  sees  the  world.  But  if  we  classify 
 opinions as preferences, then we cannot assume that culture in wider society would 
 have  any  effect  on  these  opinions:  cultural  norms  and  ideas  only  influence 
        


9 In the remainder of the text, I will only use the term ‘institutions’ to refer to formal rules, 
 state structures and policies to avoid confusion. Institutions in the sociological sense will be 
 referred to with terms such as norms, cultural values or beliefs. 


10  This  is  in  line  with,  for  instance,  Campbell  and  van  Wanrooy  (2013),  who  note  that 
preferences are the result not only of fundamental ideas about how the world  works, but are 
also affected by the perceived feasibility of certain options. Moreover, for March and Olsen 
(1989), preferences are ‘individual interests’. 
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preferences  through  their  internalisation,  meaning  that  if  mental  models  are 
 controlled  for,  higher-level  cultural  variables  should  not  have  any  effect. 


Nonetheless, Likki and Staerkle (2015), for instance, find that individuals’ opinions 
 are affected by societal ideas of ‘welfare dependency culture’, even when controlling 
 for individual ideology. 


Regarding  actions,  the  transition  from  preferences  to  actions  is  not  a  direct  one, 
 resulting from conflicting institutions requiring a certain rationality of the individual. 


Several  authors  have  pointed  at  ‘tensions’,  ‘mismatches’  or  ‘gaps’  between 
 institutions  and  the  ‘dilemmas’  or  ‘conflicts’  they  bring  about  (Clemens  &  Cook, 
 1999; Denzau & North, 1994; Edeling, 1998; Finnemore, 1996; Grendstad & Selle, 
 1995; Olsen, 2009; 2007; Peters, Pierre & King, 2005; Pfau-Effinger & Rostgaard, 
 2011a;  Schmidt,  2010).  In  a  first  step,  which  one  could  call consideration,  the 
 individual evaluates possible courses of action based on conflicting preferences. In 
 rational choice institutionalism, these are calculations and strategic decisions aimed 
 at  fulfilling  preferences;  in  sociological  institutionalism  rationality  is  about 
 considering different available options through a lens of internalised dispositions or 
 mental models (Edeling, 1998; Immergut, 1998; Selznick, 1996; Thelen, 1999). The 
 second  step  in  the  transition  from  preference  to  action  is  that  of negotiation. 


Negotiations not only take place within the household to determine the division of 
 work (Cooke,  L. P.,  2006; Debacker, 2008; Duncan et al., 2003; Duncan & Irwin, 
 2004; Gaunt & Scott, 2014; Kangas & Rostgaard, 2007; Kanji, 2011; Närvi, 2012), 
 but in the case of eldercare, the care has to be negotiated at least between caregiver 
 and care-receiver (Zechner & Valokivi, 2012). 


In case of conflicting internalised norms (or ‘role-identities’ (Gaunt & Scott, 2014)), 
the  individual  may  have  difficulties  coping  with  the  consequences  of  his  or  her 
decisions. Acting in a way that does not conform with one’s mental models can lead 
to severe strain. Stähli et al. (2009, p. 333) note that ‘preferences have little impact 
on mothers’ labour force participation, but explain a good deal of their frustration if 
the factual situation does not correspond to their wishes’. Kanji and Cahusac (2015), 
for instance, describe how female professionals face identity problems when quitting 
their jobs to take care of their children – a situation of strain lasting until these women 
finally  decided  to  let  go  of  their  professional  identities  to  focus  on  their  roles  as 
mothers. Schober and Scott (2012, p. 526) note that about a quarter of ‘new’ parents 
change their gender role attitudes after childbirth, especially ‘if paid work and care 
arrangements are at odds with their prenatal gender role attitudes’. Also Steiber and 
Haas (2012) argue for a reciprocal relationship between attitudes and behaviour. Such 
outcomes  resulting  from  conflicting  institutions  are  the  drivers  of  institutional 
change. 
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2.1.4. HISTORICAL INSTITUTIONALISM AND SUBOPTIMAL 
 OUTCOMES 


According to Schmidt (2010), historical institutionalism has its own logic: just like 
 rational choice institutionalism is built on the ‘logic of calculation’ and sociological 
 institutionalism  is  characterised  by  the  ‘logic  of  appropriateness’,  historical 
 institutionalism would be based on the ‘logic of path dependence’. Path dependence 
 is the central concept in historical institutionalism: it refers to policies and institutions 
 being very difficult to change or replace once they are put in place (Peters, 2012). 


However, path dependence is a ‘black box’; for its mechanism to be explained beyond 
 the mere statement that ‘history matters’, one has to rely either on the calculus or the 
 culture approach – or both (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Knill & Lenschow, 2001; Mahoney, 
 2000;  Pfau-Effinger  &  Rostgaard,  2011b).11  Knill  and  Lenschow  (2001,  p.  189) 
 boldly describe historical institutionalism as ‘borrowing somewhat eclectically from 
 the other two schools though with a special appreciation for the influence of history 
 for  present-day  policy  making’.  Hence,  I  would  argue  that  path  dependence  is  a 
 mechanism rather than a logic in itself. What does distinguish historical institutiona-
 lism  from  the  others,  however,  is  the  central  role  of collective  actors  such  as 
 organisations,  whereas  rational  choice  and  sociological  institutionalism  primarily 
 focus on individuals as actors and their relation with policies and norms. 


Several  authors  indeed  identify  a  sociological  institutionalist  branch  in  historical 
 institutionalism,  dealing  with  the  relation  between  cultural  values  in  society  and 
 formal institutions (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Mahoney, 2000; Thelen, 1999). Denzau and 
 North  (1994)  and  Roland  (2004),  for  instance,  argue  that  cultural  norms  evolve 
 slowly but constantly (which is an assumption and thus external to the model), while 
 formal  institutions  have  long  periods  of  stability  occasionally  interrupted  by 


‘punctuated’ change. This fast change in formal institutions happens when the gap 
 between  the  static  formal  institutions  and  the  incrementally  changing  norms  in 
 society  become  too  big  and  lead  to  tensions  –  so  formal  institutions  are  being 


‘recalibrated’ to the changed society. Also Pfau-Effinger (2005; 2011) points out that 
 policy change and cultural change happen at different speeds. In what she calls the 


‘welfare arrangement’ approach, welfare policies are embedded in welfare culture, 
 that is, shared ideas about the welfare state (Pfau-Effinger, 2005; 2012). As long as 
 these ideas are largely coherent and stable in a society, policies are likely to follow 
 the  same  path.  Path  departure  occurs  in  societies  which  are  divided  on  welfare 
 cultures or where values are changing. Pfau-Effinger (2005) gives the example of the 
        


11  Note  that  we  only  discuss  path  dependence  as  ‘self-reinforcing  sequences’  and  not  as 


‘reactive  sequences’  in  Mahoney’s  (2000)  typology.  The  latter  refers  to  sequences  with  a 
dialectic character, where responses and counter-responses follow each other up, which is not 
in line with the usual interpretation of the concept of path dependence in historical institutio-
nalism. 
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Netherlands,  where  ideas  about  the  family  have  been  changing  in  the  direction  of 
 increased orientation of  women towards the labour  market since the 1960s. Policy 
 change,  on  the  other  hand,  only  started  occurring  from  the  1980s  onwards.  She 
 contributes this to path dependence: ‘the social actors in the process are still behaving 
 under  the  influence  of  the  structures  and  models  they  have  challenged’  (Pfau-
 Effinger,  2005,  p.  14).  Hence,  Pfau-Effinger  (2005)  agrees  that  social  policies  are 
 especially  prone  to  change  if  the  existing  policies  do  not  match  dominant  cultural 
 values or the social system in society. However, she contests the idea that cultural 
 change  necessarily  is  a  slow-moving  process,  as  Denzau  and  North  (1994)  and 
 Roland (2004) claim. Pfau-Effinger (2011) convincingly illustrates this point using 
 data on Spain, where a large group of women are dissatisfied with the availability of 
 professional  childcare,  despite  efforts  of  the  Spanish  government  to  generate 
 childcare places during the 2000s. The fact that institutional change cannot keep up 
 with  cultural  change  indicates  that  the  transition  in  women’s  orientations  from 
 family-oriented  or  ‘centripetal’  to  labour  market  oriented  or  ‘centrifugal’  values 
 (Jensen,  1996;  Jensen  &  Møberg,  2011)  happens  at  a  rather  high  pace  in  Spain. 


However, one could argue that the time dimension inherent to the dialectical process 
 of institution and action constituting one another means that sociological institutiona-
 lism is historical by its very nature: institutions are seen as prior to individual action, 
 which in turn confirms and recreates institutions (Bell, 2011; Buhari-Gulmez, 2010; 


Finnemore, 1996; Scott, 2008; Zafirovski, 2004; Zucker, 1977).  


Following  Paul  Pierson  (2000;  2001b;  Peters,  2012),  much  of  the  literature  on 
 historical  institutionalism  has  tried  to  explain  why  path  dependence  exists  and 
 institutions tend to reinforce themselves,  which  follows a rational choice approach 
 and  assumes  that  actors  are  rational  and  pursuing  their  self-interest  –  both 
 organisational and individual actors. Organisations have competing preferences and 
 interests, and they do or do not manage to implement those into policy depending on 
 the amount of power they have. This assumption of rationality is very visible in Myles 
 and Pierson’s (2001, p. 312) definition of path dependence: ‘each step along a path 
 produces consequences which make that path more attractive in the next round and 
 raises  the  costs  of  shifting  to  an  alternative  path’.  This  definition  follows  North’s 
 (1990) idea of path dependence as increasing returns, explaining why policies tend 
 to  stick  to  a  chosen  path  as  a  result  of  transaction  costs,  even  if  more  efficient 
 alternatives are available (Pierson, 2000; 2001c; Thelen, 1999; Wood, 2001). 


Increasing  returns  not  only  lead  to  ‘positive  feedback  processes’  (Pierson,  2000), 
power does as well (Mahoney, 2000; March & Olsen, 1989; Thelen, 1999). Much of 
the  literature  in  fact  focuses  on  how  institutions  generate  power  for  certain 
organisations  and  not  for  others  (Hall  &  Taylor,  1996;  Pierson,  2000).  Existing 
political institutions affect the organisations involved in negotiations on welfare state 
reform, the power relations between them and the strategies they use to pursue their 
interests and preferences (Swank, 2001; Wood, 2001). As such, institutions are tools 
or ‘means’ organisations have at their disposal to exert power and realise their goals 
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